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Preface 


This book is intended as a further contribution to the 
solution of the problems presented by the direction of 
souls leading a specially interior life. 

With this study—first offered to the public in the form 
of conferences in the lecture hall of Santa Teresa, in 
Rome, during the years 1938 and 1939—we face a matter 
of the delicacy and difficulty of which we are not unaware. 
The attitude of the interior soul and of its director towards 
those strange, and often attractive, phenomena known 
as visions and revelations has, during the course of 
centuries, been the object of scientific enquiry on the 
part of many mystical theologians. Although the attitude 
of these mental scientists with respect to such extraordinary 
graces has become increasingly severe, nevertheless, we 
cannot say that among spiritual persons an attitude of 
prudence in regard to these matters is as yet general. 
Even in our own day, there is too much credulity in this 
department, and it is a credulity that leads to deplorable 
consequences, which are inimical to the real progress of 
the spiritual life. 

We think it useful, therefore, to give a wider diffusion 
to the teaching of a Saint who has treated of this subject 
organically. St. John of the Cross, the great Doctor of 
Union with God, has shown, with incomparable clarity, 
that the way to such intimate divine union is faith, whereas 
visions and revelations are shown to be secondary elements, 
full of danger. Souls must be warned off a way exposed 
to delusions. Esteem and love of the way of faith does 
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not lead to credulity; it even excludes the latter more 
decisively. 

We have thought well, also, to make use in our studies 
of the most recent conclusions of psychological science. 
If not ail of these cam be considered as finally fixed positions, 
yet, they make it dear that the development of modern 
sciences tends ever increasingly to justify the attitude 
assumed by the shrewd m& enlightened intuition of the 
Mystical Doctor. 

If these lectures serve the better to convince spiritual 
persons that they should not lose valuable time, owing 
to a too great esteem for and pre-occupation with such 
favours, we shall consider that ours has been profitably 
spent for their welfare and for the glory of God. 

Fr. Gabriel of St. Mary Magdalen, 

Discalced Carmelite. 


Rome, 16 th July, 1940. 



Introduction 


In our times, mysticism is in the order of the day. 
We hear it discussed almost everywhere. Its concept, 
however, seems to have acquired a certain elasticity, since, 
although at first limited to the supernatural order, it is 
now extended to the natural. Indeed, certain political 
movements talk about their ‘mysticism’, and enough 
has been written upon the mystical aspect of Communism. 
But the inconvenience of elastic concepts is that they 
are not sufficiently precise; and sometimes their frequent 
use gives rise to a great confusion of ideas which may 
lead to lamentable consequences in practice. Especially 
when the spiritual life is in question, to misunderstand 
certain fundamental concepts may be to cause souls 
to go astray disastrously. For this reason, it is necessary 
to state precisely the meaning of the usual Catholic 
phraseology, and not to extend unduly the meaning of 
expressions consecrated by Christian tradition. A recent 
encyclical 1 has well brought out the wisdom of this 
rule, which is dictated by simple good sense. 

But, even whilst reserving to the concept of ‘mysticism’ 
its supernatural meaning, it cannot be said that this is so 
determined for everybody as always to indicate the same 
reality. It is true, and we are sincerely glad thereof, that 
in the abundant Catholic spiritual reading of our day, 
the word ‘mysticism’ normally means the infused 
contemplation of God which, as it develops, leads the 
soul to t he heights of the Transforming Union with 
1 Ada Apostolicae Sedis, 1937. P.156. 
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Him, but it is impossible to believe that this acceptation 
of the word has, as yet, become general in all religious 
circles. Only too often still, by a ‘mystic’ is understood 
a man who converses familiarly with the supernatural 
world and receives open communications therefrom; that 
is to say, a man favoured with visions and revelations. 
For many people of mediocre religious culture, a mystic 
is an extraordinary individual, who lives a very different 
sort of life from that of the ordinary Christian. He sees 
Heaven opened and is continually receiving visits from its 
inhabitants, who even direct him in his conduct. He is 
a sort of intermediary, a mediator between God and 
men, who transmits to the latter orders or communications 
from God. He is, as it were, an ‘oracle’ to whom men 
must hearken with reverence and docility. 

At times, we have seen some religious community 
disturbed by the predictions of some too much admired 
visionary, which predictions in the event have not been 
fulfilled; and this sort of thing has occasionally contributed 
to cast a certain discredit upon mysticism, as though it 
were something trivial and good only for people of weak 
intellect. Such was certainly the opinion of a mother 
who, when recommending her daughter to the Prioress 
of a certain Carmel, where the girl wished to enter, said: 
‘Mother, my Jane has a head on her shoulders. You can 
be quite easy; she will never be a mystic!’ Such deplorable 
misunderstandings should be avoided. ‘Mystic’ is not 
synonymous with ‘visionary’. 

Notwithstanding, we have no wish to assert that visions 
and revelations, if authentic, are not mystical graces. 
They have their place in the mystical life and, as we 
shall see later, even an estimable place; but we wish to 
demonstrate clearly, making use of Teresian teaching, 
that this place is entirely secondary and accidental. Hence, 
such graces cannot be considered as the characteristic 
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of the mystical life. We must get rid, once for all, of 
this wholly mistaken idea which, in practice, gives rise 
to setious errors. 

In recent years, it has been emphatically asserted by 
many theologians—and we have shown elsewhere that 
such is also the opinion of the Teresian school 2 —that 
interior souls may cherish a contemplative ideal and order 
their lives with a view to attaining to mystical union 
with God. Those, however, who confuse the mystical 
life with visions and revelations may believe that it is 
right to aspire to these immediate communications with 
God and the Saints, which seem to have a particular 
attraction for certain people, and this would be to expose 
themselves to many delusions. Indeed, in order to fall 
into these dangers it is not even necessary to confuse 
the mystical life with visions; it suffices to ignore the 
fact that, with respect to these extraordinary graces, 
the soul must take up a very different attitude from that 
which it adopts towards contemplation. I think we may 
assert that, on this point, practically speaking there is 
still great ignorance. 

In many cases, there is an exaggerated esteem for these 
heavenly favours, as they are considered to be, and this 
esteem is forthwith extended from the graces themselves 
to the persons who believe themselves so favoured. 
Undoubtedly they are saints ! All the opinions of these 
souls, so enlightened by God, must be taken seriously I 
When a director becomes thus enthusiastic over his 
Philothea, the roles are interchanged, and it is the visionary 
who becomes the director, whilst the priest submits 
himself as the docile disciple of his spiritual child. Many 
an imprudence usually follows in consequence. Some 


5 See St. John of the Cross, Doctor of Divine Love and Contempla¬ 
tion by the same author. English translation. (Mercier Press, Cork. 
1946). 
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go so far as to enquire of the Lord, by means of the 
visionary, concerning the conduct of their lives and 
their priestly activity. Woe be to whoever contradicts 
or hinders directions that have come straight from Heavenl 

In the whole of this field, there is still too much 
credulity, alike on the part of directors as on that of the 
directed. A craving for the marvellous seems innate in 
many people, and this inclines them to pronounce 
supernatural, without any critical sense, everything 
which in the spiritual order verges upon the extraordinary. 
We must not forget that man carries about with him all 
the idiosyncrasies of his own nature, even into his spiritual 
life, and the religious colouring wherewith he paints certain 
morbid phenomena does not alter their worthlessness. 

It must be said that even in his spiritual life man cannot 
lay aside his good common sense and prudence. Since 
it is true that religious values are supreme, it even behoves 
us to walk there with more circumspection than elsewhere. 
The more valuable a form of life may be, the more care 
must be taken to avoid anything that might injure its 
normal development. Since the office of spiritual theology 
is to guide souls through their spiritual life in the best way, 
to lead them to perfection as soon as may be, it must point 
out to them the obstacles they may meet on the road 
and how best to avoid stumbling over these. Therefore, 
we cannot exempt ourselves from the obligation of treating 
also the delicate matter of visions and revelations. 

We have willingly undertaken to expound these 
problems, since in the teachings of St. John of the Cross 
and his school, we find a complete and lucid solution of 
all the questions involved. 

St. Teresa of Jesus, with her wide experience of 
supernatural favours, and her very precise psychological 
descriptions, will furnish us with ample material, and that 
of the first quality, in order that we may form a clear idea 
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of the phenomena which we have to examine, 
notwithstanding the fact that we have never had personal 
experience of such. And, after all, for the direction of 
souls endowed with such graces there could be no safer 
teaching than that of the Saint whose authority has been 
officially recognised by Holy Church. Moreover, this 
teaching of St. John has been adopted not only by the 
numerous company of theologians who form the 
well-known Teresian mystical school, but has spread 
beypnd the latter. In fact at the present day it even tends 
to become increasingly common among Catholic mystical 
writers. Nevertheless, it is not always expounded with 
all due clarity, and hence we do not think it superfluous 
to expound it afresh so as to contribute to its more general 
diffusion. 

In the first chapter of this book, we shall show how the 
place to be assigned to the phenomena in question in 
the spiritual life is really accidental and secondary. 

In the second, after examining the various problems 
arising out of the visions, we shall determine the nature 
of the question that more directly concerns spiritual 
theology. 

In the third, St. John of the Cross will teach us what 
should be the soul’s attitude towards these favours. 

In the fourth, we shall explain how the director should 
behave in regard to souls favoured with such graces. 



I.—VISIONS AND REVELATIONS IN THE 
DEVELOPMENT OF THE SPIRITUAL LIFE 


Hagiography is much cultivated by Catholic writers 
and, since it is a human undertaking, besides its merits 
it has also its weak points. One of the defects from which 
biographers of saints have most frequently suffered is 
that of having over-emphasised those details in the lives 
of their subjects which presented an appearance of the 
marvellous. It is the everlasting admiration of man for 
that which surpasses his capacities, joined, in the cases 
of certain writers, to a kind of need—I would say a 
mania—for showing in the lives of saints the extraordinary 
intervention of God. Yet they ought to realise how, by 
attributing to extraordinary intervention all that is finest 
in their Christian heroes, they are in fact contributing 
to undervalue the care wherewith the ordinary general 
providence of God urges souls on to the heights of sanctity. 

It is this defect which has frequently led writers of 
lives of the saints to give an exaggerated importance to 
their visions and revelations. Many authors think that 
their subjects will prove more attractive to the minds 
of the readers if they can state that, from their infancy, 
those subjects had continual relations with their Angel 
Guardians or, better still, with the Child Jesus 1 If, 
subsequently, it can be added that, throughout their lives, 
they were constantly being directed by messages from 
Heaven, their holiness will be perfect 1 Yet, creatures 
such as these, who come into the world surrounded by an 
atmosphere of special privilege, must be objects of 
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admiration rather than of imitation, unless we also ought 
to beseech God to endow us with similar privileges. 
And indeed, if these be the characteristic of sanctity, 
is it not right that such as would be saints should desire 
them ? And should we meet with some soul enjoying 
such favours, must we not believe that we are in the 
presence of a saint, at least ‘in the making’ ? 

In order to reply adequately to such and other similar 
questions, in this first chapter we shall examine, in the 
light of Teresian doctrine, what place precisely belongs 
to the phenomena known as ‘visions' and ‘revelations’ 
in the supernatural life. 

» # • • 


The spiritual teaching of the Teresian Carmel urges 
souls on along the road of the highest sanctity, towards 
the most intimate union that can be reached in this world 
between the soul and God. Two great saints, universally 
recognised as ‘Princes’ of mystical theology, have codified 
in their works the principles along which they trained 
the spiritual family which God entrusted to them; and 
they have described the graces with which God commonly 
endows the soul that generously sets itself to seek Him. 
Teresa the Great and John of the Cross have traced out 
the itinerary of the soul in its spiritual ascension up 
to the loftiest peaks of sanctity. What is the place assigned 
in this itinerary to visions and revelations ? 

St. Teresa’s Teachinc. 


Let us first question St. Teresa, who treats at length 
of these particular graces in her different works. We 
shall step straight into the Interior Castle, the Saint’s 
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masterpiece, in which her teaching is to be found in its 
most synthetic form. 

When she wrote it, Teresa was sixty-two years of age; 
mature in years and experience. Five years previously, 
she had reached the summit of the mystical life, the 
Spiritual Marriage. During fifteen years, she had written 
much, both in order to guide her own nuns, to whom 
God had granted great graces in prayer, and in order 
to give an account of her soul to her directors. A keen 
observer, endowed with no common skill in introspection, 
and remarkable clearness in expressing herself, Teresa 
possessed all the requisite qualities to enable her to 
describe perfectly the development of the supernatural 
life, as she knew it from her personal experience and 
observed it in her daughters, whose confidences she 
received. In fact, her descriptions are admittedly so rich 
and precise that Teresa has truly renewed one of the 
basic studies of mystical science, that is the clear 
determining of the phenomena experienced by mystical 
souls. When we want to know what we should understand 
by visions and revelations, we find the Saint’s works 
are a very valuable source of information. For the moment, 
however, we are only enquiring of her whether these 
favours are strictly bound up with the development of 
the contemplative spiritual life. 

As a help in finding the answer, we may run briefly 
through the book. 

The Interior Castle consists of seven sets of apartments, 
or Mansions* In the last, the soul has reached the term 
of the mystical life, that is to say, perfect and continual 
union with God. All the other mansions lead gradually 
to this termination. In the first three, the soul, still a 
novice in the supernatural life, practises mental prayer. 
The form of its relations with Go d has a mode that is 

• In Spain the book is always known as the Mansions. (Tr.) 
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quite natural. It reflects upon revealed truths which 
make known to us God’s loving-kindness and the 
acquirements which His service involves; then the will 
,f resolves to correspond to God’s invitation, to render 
1 Him love for love, and to show that love by serving Him 
; generously. Since it does not mean to do things by halvas, 
but desires to reach the high goal of sanctity as quickly 
as possible, the soul sets out on its spiritual journey with 
I vigorous energy. To that it must adhere if it would travel 
i rapidly and climb high. However, its mental prayer is 
still meditation. 

With the fourth mansion, begins that intensifying 
; of the spiritual life which is commonly caUed the 
Illuminative Way, and now the Saint speaks to &ere 
of contemplation. The relations of the soul w*kJ? God 
simplify. Little by little, there comes upon it a gentle 
recollection and meditation disappears. The soul must 
now simply remain in God’s company and, moreover, 
God comes to its assistance. First, he seizes upon its will, 
fixing it, drawing it into His love, and flooding it with 
a peace which is sometimes extended to all the interior 
powers and even to the whole p«i-son. Then gradually the 
understanding and the memory are increasingly enveloped 
by the divine infusion. Absorbed in the practice of 
contemplation, in a kind of ‘sleep of the powers’, the 
soul experiences moments of real beatitude. Here is 
the whole development of prayer in the Illuminative 
Way. 1 We are standing on the threshold of the Unitive 
Way, and Teresa has not spoken even a word with reference 
to visions and revelations. 

With the Fifth Mansion begins the Unitive Way. The 
soul now receives the prayer of Union. This is an 
experience of the action of God so deep that ‘when the 

1 For a more detailed description of these graces, see St. Teresa, 
Mistress of the Spiritual Life, by the same author. (Translated by 
a Benedictine of Stan brook Abbey. Mercicr Press). 
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soul returns to itself, it cannot doubt that God has been 
in it and it in God.’ 2 The prayer of Union, however,; 
is a transitory grace which should increase both in intensity 
and in duration. For this reason, St. Teresa compares 
it to the first of the three phases which mark the conclusion 
of a ma&itage: the first addresses, the betrothal and the 
actual atipial union. Consequently, further progress has 
yet to be made; two more series of mansions have yet to 
be gone through; that of the betrothal and that of the 
Spiritual Marriage. The Saint has studied both of these, 
in all their particular details. We must stay awhile here 
with her, for we shall here find what we are seeking. 

The description of the Sixth Mansion takes up more 
than a third of the Interior Castle. In order to explain 
such lengthy treatment, it is well to note that St. Teresa 
spent fifteen years of her life in this mansion, whereas; 
reckoning from the time of her final conversion, she does' 
not seem to have spent more than two years in the Fourth; 
^4 Fifth mansions. The exposition of these in the Castle 
decidedly brief. On the other hand, the description 
the Sixth Mansion promises to be specially interesting. 
The grace which seems to be there shown as the 
principal and central one is that of rapture s which is an 
intensified form of the Prayer of Union characteristic 
of the preceding mansion. In fact, rapture also is a kind 
of union in which the soul is deeply plunged in God, 
in such a manner as to remain fully certain that it was 
with Him; but this time the immersion in God becomes 
so intense that the soul is deprived of the use of its senses. 
It is precisely for this reason that such experience is 
called ‘rapture’. 

This principal favour is accompanied by many others. 
In the opening chapters of her study, St. Teresa explains 
different ways whereby the soul is prepared for the grace 
* Conte, M.5, c.I. 
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of rapture. These are, above all, the trials wherewith 
God tests its fidelity, since He desires to make it His 
betrothed. Sufferings within and without reduce it to a 
condition of distress and darkness from which there 
seems no way out. Together with the trials there come 
God’s invitations. Vehement, loving impulses wound 
the soul, causing it to complain because of the earnest 
longing for union which they arouse within it, but all 
these divine invitations do not take the same form. 
‘There is another manner in which God wills to arouse 
souls,’ says the Saint. ‘It may seem that in some ways 
there is question of a greater grace than the former, but 
as we may be liable to greater dangers, I wish to speak 
of it a little more at length. It is a matter of certain words 
which God speaks to the soul. Some seem to come from 
without, others from the most secret depths of the soul; 
others from its highest point and others from outside, 
in the way we hear them with our bodily ears, and seem 
as though they were uttered by a human voice.’ 3 

This time we have arrived ! Here she is speaking of 
what are commonly known as revelations, or supernatural 
locutions, and to these Teresa assigns the function of 
preparing the soul for a closer union with God. But this 
is not all, for we shall meet also with visions. 

In fact, whilst the Saint is explaining the nature of 
rapture, lo ! there appear the imaginary and intellectual 
visions which sometimes accompany that state. 4 ‘When 
the soul is in this state of suspension, and the Lord sees 
fit to reveal to it certain mysteries, such as heavenly 
secrets and imaginary visions, it is able subsequently 
to describe them. . . . But when they are intellectual 
visions they cannot be so described.’ 

Hence, in rapture we meet with two kinds of visions, 

• Catilr, M.6, c.3. 

* Castle, M.6, c.3. 
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imaginary and intellectual. It is true that these intellectual 
visions which the soul is ‘unable to describe’ may be 
simple manifestations of the divine attributes; 
manifestations that belong rather to the order of very 
high infused contemplation than to that of visions, properly 
so called, 5 but a little further on the Saint tells us of 
an intellectual vision of the Humanity of Our Lord. 
‘In order, Sisters, that you may know more dearly . . . 
that the further a soul progresses, the closer becomes 
its companionship with this good Jesus, it will be well 
for us to consider how, when His Majesty so wills, we 
cannot do otherwise than stay with Him all the time. 
This happens by means of such wonderful appearances 
and visions. Should the Lord grant you any of the favours 
which I shall describe (I mean if He grants me ability 
to describe any of them) you need not be dismayed’. 6 

Here we have St. Teresa bidding us not to be frightened 
if, some day, we also receive some vision ! She is speaking, 
however, to souls that have reached ecstatic Prayer of 
Union, which normally supposes that they are walking 
apace by the Unitive way and are, in consequence, really 
perfect. We shall have occasion to explain further on how 
sanctity, and the high mystical prayer that often 
accompanies it, are an excellent guarantee of the 
authenticity of the visions. This explains how the Saint 
can tranquillise the soul that has attained to this height. 

And yet, there remains another stage at which the soul 
may arrive in this life. There is still the Seventh Mansion, 
wherein the Spiritual Marriage takes place. Here also, 
the Saint mentions intellectual visions. When led into 
the Seventh Mansion, the soul sees itself continually in 
the company of the Most Holy Trinity. ‘The Three 
Persons are seen individually, and by a wonderful kind 

* St. John of the Cross. Ascent of Mount Carmel, B.2, c.26. 

• Cattle, M.6, c.8. 
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of knowledge which is given to it, the soul knows most 
certainly and truly that all Three Persons are one 
Substance, and one Power, one Knowledge and one 
God’. 7 In this wondrous company, the Spiritual Marriage 
IS celebrated. ‘The Lord appears in the centre of the soul, 
not through an imaginary but through an intellectual 
vision. . . . This is so great a secret and so sublime a 
favour . . . that I do not know with what to compare it. 
... It is impossible to say more than that, as far as we 
can understand, the soul—I mean the spirit of the soul— 
is made one with God’. 8 Wholly renewed, to the very 
depths of its being, the soul cries out: Mihi vivere Christus 
est ! It breaks out into tenderly loving expressions: ‘Oh, 
life of my life! Oh sustenance that sustains me ! ’ 9 
In these sublime pages, the most expressive figures 
of speech, all significant of abundance and riches, pour 
forth tumultuously from Teresa’s pen, incapable of 
ccaveying an adequate idea of the life that she feels 
welling up from the centre of her soul. It is Heaven 
on earth. The soul rejoices in the presence of the Trinity, 
and delights itself with its Bridegroom, Christ Jesus. 

So, does it not seem that the highest mystical life 
must end in visions ? 

The Teaching of St. John of the Cross. 

For the spiritual director, it is a serious problem! 
As a prudent man, knowing that visions expose the 
visionary to deceptions, he has advised a little moderation 
to his spiritual child who, full of delight, has come to 
relate to him how she has seen the Child Jesus ! But he 
does not find her very docile. With an obstinacy often 


7 Castle, M.7, c.l. 

• Castle, M.7, c.l. 

• Ibid. 
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characteristic of visionaries, she retorts; ‘But, Father, 
why are you so opposed to me ? St. Teresa also had 
visions that made a saint of her! Why cannot I walk 
by the same road ? It is the way of holiness ! * What 
ought the director to reply ? 

In any case, he might answer: *My child, if you want 
to become a saint, begin first of all by being a little more 
humble, and learn to obey.’ But he may also combat 
the misconception under which his penitent is lying, 
and for that he has excellent reasons. 

Is it really true that the way of visions and revelations 
is the way of holiness ? Let us ask St. John of the Cross, 
Mystical Doctor not only of Carmel but of the Universal 
Church. Doubtless a little light will come to us from 
that quarter. 

St. John, also, has mapped out in his works the mystical 
itinerary of the soul that is climbing up to the highest 
peaks of the Transforming Union and the Spiritual 
Marriage. 

The Holy Doctor fits his exposition into the traditional 
threefold division of the spiritual journey into the 
Purgative, Illuminative and Unitive Ways. Each of 
these ways has its characteristic exercises. In the first, 
the soul applies itself directly to the mortification of 
the senses and passions, and sustains its voluntary effort 
with frequent meditations that lead on to generous 
resolutions. In order to lead it into the Illuminative way, 
in which its mental prayer takes on the form of a simple 
and obscure contemplation, God causes the soul to go 
through a trying period of aridity, during which it learns 
in practice to seek God with the spirit rather than with 
the senses; whereas at the beginning of its conversion 
it was often drawn by sensible affection, it now becomes 
truly ‘spiritual’. It is nourished especially by an intensive 
practice of the theological virtues which, according to 
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St. John, are the most direct and most intimate means 
of attaining to union with God. 

So far, the teaching of the Mystical Doctor is perfectly 
in accord with that of St. Teresa, but at this point he 
deduces from the premises a very important conclusion, 
which must be held as fundamental through all his 
teaching: If the way that leads directly to God is that of 
the theological virtues, it is not right to support our 
spiritual life upon visions and revelations; we must 
detach ourselves from them and, as far as possible, reject 
them. Listen to the urgent words of the Mystical Doctor: 
‘The soul that is pure, cautious, simple and humble, 
must resist revelations and other visions with as much 
effort and care as though they were very perilous 
temptations; for there is no need to desire them. On the 
contrary, there is need not to desire them, if we are to 
reach the union of love.’ 10 

On hearing this pronouncement, our good visionary 
will, perhaps, feel a little less secure, yet if he or she 
be at all shrewd, an objection may be raised. We grant, 
certainly, that the soul ought not to attach any importance 
to visions until it has attained to union with God but, 
from St. Teresa’s descriptions, it seems evident that in 
the higher mansions, those of the Spiritual Betrothal 
and Marriage, the soul may be favoured with abundant 
supernatural communications. When plunged in ecstasy, 
it receives intellectual and imaginary visions; in the 
Seventh Mansion, it enjoys visions of the Blessed Trinity 
and of our Lord Jesus Christ. Is the Mystical Doctor 
perhaps going to contradict what is taught by the great 
Saint who was also his spiritual mother ? We proceed to 
examine what he teaches with respect to these higher 
mystical states. 


>• Ascent, B.2, c.27. 
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St. John of the Cross has treated of the Spiritual 
Betrothal and Marriage with a thoroughness certainly 
not inferior to that of St. Teresa. His study of the Marriage, ( 
in particular, is much more extensive than is hers. It : 
is enough to recall that the whole book of the Living j 
Flame of Love —apart from one important digression— 
is devoted to expounding those graces that belong to ; 
the state of the Spiritual Marriage. For St. John, as for 
St. Teresa, in this state the soul lives in a very intimate 
relation with God. More profoundly than does she, he 
explains how the soul is ‘one single spirit with the Lord.’ 
And yet, there is never any question either of a vision 
of the Trinity or of one of Our Lord. When he describes i 
the high contemplative experiences of a soul transformed 
in God, he mentions also manifestations of the divine 
attributes made to the soul, 11 and even of a profound 
understanding of the relations of God with the world, 12 
and of the more sublime mysteries of the Incarnation 1 
and Redemption. 13 But rather than visions properly 
so called, all these graces seem to be profound experiences 
of the soul, which in some way shares in the redemptive 
mystery of Christ, and as it were, feels the overshadowing 
of the divine perfections in the wealth of the spiritual 
life which is communicated to it. Indeed, when speaking 
of them, St. John never uses the word ‘visions.’ It is 
true that he does employ that of ‘revelations’, to indicate 
the manifestations of the divine attributes, but it is clear 
that it is to be understood in a quite special sense, for the 
Saint plainly distinguishes between these manifestations, 
which are made in a totally super-conceptual manner, 
from every other kind of supernatural communications 
which preserve the distinct and particular mode. He says 

11 Ascent, B.2, c.26. 

11 Living Flame, S.4. 

" Spirit. Cant. S.23 8c 37. 
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that these are graces which form ‘part of the mystical 
union’ 14 ; they are the prolongation of the higher infused 
contemplation. Consequently, they are a very different 
thing from what we are accustomed to term visions 
and revelations. We conclude that, according to the 
doctrine of St. John of the Cross, there is no place for 
particular visions and revelations among the constitutive 
elements of the higher mystical life. 

St. Teresa and St. John of the Cross in Agreement. 

Do St. Teresa and St. John of the Cross disagree then ? 
It would be a last refuge for a stubborn visionary to be 
able to declare her preference for St. Teresa. Faced 
with such a contrast between the two leading lights of 
mystical theology, she could reject St. John’s teaching 
and invoke an axiom dear to moralists. ‘A doubtful 
law is not binding.’ It would be a triumph for her 
obstinacy, but we shall drive her out of this last ditch also. 

Undoubtedly, the mystical itinerary drawn up by St. 
John of the Cross is meant to be of general application. 
He certainly intended to describe the typical way of 
the contemplative soul. It does not mean to say that 
all the graces which he describes must be verified in ap 
equal manner in all souls that tread the way of 
contemplation; he even says expressly that there may be 
more and less, and that he describes the former in order 
to give us a comprehensive idea of all that may present 
itself. 15 Yet, trained in the theological schools of his 
time, St. John accurately distinguishes between what 
belongs essentially to a state, or a way, from what is added 
thereto accidentally. He is not content merely to describe 
the Spiritual Marriage; he reveals to us its constitution, 

'* Ascent, B.2, c.26. 

“ Cant. S.14, n.2. 
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its essence, its distinctive features. He is not writing a 
treatise in scholastic form, because his object is to direct,' 
rather than to teach ; but in his mind the concepts are; 
scientifically elaborated, zad in his works as a whole, 
without employing the scsolsstic method, he has left us 
a real theological synthesis of the entire development of 
the spiritual life. Hi? h a teaching which lays down true 
principles, which describe the mystical states in their 
constituent lines, so that without much difficulty we 
may be able to distinguish what belongs to their essence 
from what is accidental to them. In a word, as regards 
the nature of the spiritual journey, St. John gives us a 
body of teaching which is properly scientific and of 
universal application. 

Can we say as much of the teaching of St. Teresa of 
Jesus ? 

I, most certainly, would not wish on any account to 
lessen the high estimation which the doctrinal eminence 
of my Mother, St. Teresa, commonly enjoys in the realm 
of mysticism. I am well aware, also, how highly her 
philosophical and theological intuition has been exalted. 
Intuition, however, is not scientific knowledge, and 
St. Teresa—who was so fond of theologians, and knew 
how to distinguish critically between those who really 
possessed their theology, such as a Dominic Bafiez, 
her confessor, and certain other half-taught clerics who 
sometimes led her astray—would be the first to refuse 
to pose as a theologian. When confronted with the greatest 
mysteries of the spiritual life, she humbly and joyfully 
took refuge in her faith in the divine Omnipotence, 
leaving it to the theologians to examine into the whys 
and wherefores. ‘In all these matters, we must stop 
looking for reasons why they happened; if our 
understanding cannot grasp them, why should we try 
to perplex it ? It suffices us to know that He who brings 
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this to pass is ail-powerful’. 16 And elsewhere: 'This 
with all your learning, your Reverences will understand. 
There is nothing more that I can say of it’. 17 No, St. 
Teresa had no intention of methodically investigating the 
nature of the supernatural facts. Where, on the other 
hand, she shows herself an incomparable guide, is in 
describing the mystical facts. Her wonderful capacity for 
introspection, accompanied by an uncommon facility 
and clarity in expressing herself, have caused the books 
wherein she analyses her personal experiences, both 
precisely and in a particularly controlled and balanced 
manner, to be a veritable mine of psychological material 
of the first order. Mystical theology has been enriched 
with an abundance of information gained from experience, 
which has enabled it to state the mystical problem more 
precisely than hitherto. We must not seek the scientific 
value of St. Teresa elsewhere than in the field of psychology, 
and in this field she is truly supreme. But we must also 
see the consequences of this. The direct value of St. 
Teresa’s descriptions is a documentary one. They are 
psychological analyses, but they are not researches into the 
essence of the matters therein described. She describes the 
states and development of the mystical life as experienced 
by herself, not directly as the ideal and normal type of 
the mystical evolution. 

Perhaps you will say: That may be true in the case 
of her autobiography, but it is not verified in the book 
of the Interior Castle, in which she seems to be speaking 
of contemplative souls in general. 

To this difficulty I shall reply with a conclusion which 
1 have reached after a detailed study wherein 1 have 
compared the spiritual progress as related in the Life 
of St. Teresa, and in the lengthy Spiritual Relations 

*• Castle, M.5, c.l. 

” Life, c.18. 
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which constitute a kind of prolongation of that book, 
with the evolution of the soul as described in the Interior 
Castle. In this latest book, also, especially throughout 
the mystical portion, i.e. beginning at the fourth mansion, 
St. Teresa is continually describing her own personal 
experience. The different mansions of the Castle relate 
her individual progress, with all its personal characteristics; 
it is a concrete case that is presented as a type—I would 
rather say, as an example—of the manner in which the 
mystical evolution of the soul is revealed. 

With her facile intuition, St. Teresa also distinguishes, 
to some extent, what must be considered as essential 
in the graces a£3%?s*d to the different mansions from 
what is to be he&S m adventitious and accidental; but on 
the whole, directly she is describing her personal 
experience in its concrete form, in which the accidental 
elements are found together with those that are essential. 
The very language of the book clearly reveals this method 
of hers. For instance, when speaking of the vision of the 
Humanity of Our Lord, which accompanies the grace 
of the Spiritual Marriage, she writes: ‘To other people 
the experience will come in a different way. To the person 
of whom we have been speaking, the Lord showed Himself 
one day, when she had just received Communion, in 
great splendour and beauty and majesty, as He did after 
the Resurrection, and told her that it was time she took 
Upon her His affairs as if they were her own, and that 
lie would take her affairs upon Himself.’ 18 Evidently 
the Saint is here referring to the grace which she received 
on November 18th, 1572—and told in number 36 of the 
Spiritual Relations —on which occasion, Our Lord said 
to her: 'As a true wife, be zealous for my honour. My 
honour is thine and thine is mine.’ Notice how she also 
knows that this grace need not necessarily come under 
•• CuHtr, M. 7 , C.2." 
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(he form of a distinct vision. In fact, she says: ‘To other 
people the experience will come in a different way.’ 
Why cannot the manifestation of the presence of the 
Word in the centre of the soul, profoundly united to 
the whole Trinity, suffice r Then we could no longer 
talk about a vision. Moreover, on the different occasions 
when Teresa speaks of visions and revelations, these 
are always introduced by some expression that marks 
their adventitious character. The chapter that deals 
with divine locutions opens with these characteristic 
words: ‘There is another way in which God arouses the 
soul’. 19 Hence, locutions are only one way among many 
of which God may make use. When, a little later, she 
begins to speak about visions, she again alludes to their 
accidental character. It happens, she says, that the Lord 
sees fit to reveal to the soul (that is enjoying the intuitive 
suspension) some secret of His, or some imaginary 
vision. 20 Therefore, if He does not see fit the soul will 
remain deprived of such favours, and will receive only the 
unitive contemplation that constitutes the substance of 
the rapture. So the precarious character of these 
extraordinary graces did not escape even St. Teresa, 
and it is very significant, in this connection, how also 
in the book of her Life, she has treated separately of the 
development of mystical prayer and of the visions and 
revelations which she experienced. 21 I conclude that 
even if St. Teresa had not remarked upon this adventitious 
character of the visions, her descriptive method, based 
upon her personal and concrete experience, would forbid 
us to deduce therefrom a disagreement between her 
exposition and the doctrine of St. John of the Cross; 

'» Castle, M.6, c.3. 

20 Castle, M.6, c.4. 

21 St. Teresa treats of prayer from c.ll. to c.22; from c.25, she begins 
to speak of locutions and visions. 
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but since she has frequently noted the accidental character 
of these graces, we are more than ever in a position to 
assert her full conformity upon this point with the teaching 
of the Mystical Doctor. 

• • * • 

Further, we find solid confirmation of this unity of 
teaching between the two great lights of the Teresian 
mystical school in the fact that upon this matter no 
divergence can be found among the theologians who 
proclaim themselves their disciples. All are at one in 
asserting that visions and revelations are of a distinct order 
from those graces that belong to contemplative prayer; 
and whilst recognising that the latter are fundamentals 
in the development of the mystical life, they attribute 
to the former a very secondary importance. 

The Evidence of Facts. 

To the doctrinal testimony, may be added the witness 
of facts. Besides its two founders, the Teresian Carmel 
counts two other chosen souls to whom Holy Church 
has granted the honours of canonisation. These are 
St. Teresa-Margaret of the Sacret Heart, ‘the Lily of 
Florence’, and St. Teresa of the Child Jesus, the ‘little 
Flower’, who has won the heart of the whole Catholic 
world. There can be no doubt that these saints lived, 
and that in a perfect manner, the Carmelite life to which 
they were called by God, the lines of which were traced 
by the two great spiritual leaders of their religious family. 
Now, during the whole life of St. Teresa-Margaret 
there is only one incident to record which can be called a 
'supernatural locution’. When she was still a schoolgirl 
in the Benedictine monastery of St. Apollonia at Florence, 
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when bidding good-bye to a young girl who was about to 
enter the convent of the Discalced Carmelites in that 
city, she twice heard the voice of St. Teresa distinctly 
calling her also to be one of her daughters.- 2 This fact 
was considered truly supernatural by two expert directors, 
but it was quite sporadic in the life of this young saint. 
For the rest, she was a great contemplative, who knew 
what it was to be utterly absorbed in God, and also went 
through those typical, passive trials of contemplative 
souls called by St. John of the Cross, ‘the passive Night 
of tlte Spirit.’ 

The tsfe of St. Teresa of the Child Jesus is now known 
to everybody. In her childhood, she was cured of a serious 
illness by the miraculous intervention of Our Lady, who 
showed herself animating, and rendering marvellously 
beautiful in the child’s eyes, the statue before which, 
together with her sisters, the patient was beseeching 
God to have mercy upon her. Our Lady smiled, but she 
did not utter a word. 23 Here, again, we have a single 
incident. It is true that there was another incident, which 
the Saint called ‘the prophetic vision’, in which, when 
still a child, she saw in the garden of her home a mysterious 
figure, in whom she believed she recognised her father, 
who was one day to be tried by God with a humiliating 
malady. 24 However, the nature of this phenomenon is 
not at all clear and, even if it be considered supernatural, 
it is only a second incident, and so a very rare occurrence 
in the childhood of the ‘little Saint’. Throughout her 
subsequent religious life, there is not even one single 
such fact to relate, yet who can ever sound the depths 

11 Fr. Stanislaus de S. Teresa. Vn Angelo del Carmel, c.5. No modem 
English biography exists. One was published in 1839 by S.T.M.H. 
(Sr. Teresa Mary Hartwell, an English Carmelite of the Convent 
at Ronciglione, Italy) and printed by Richardson of London. (Tr.) 

” Autobiography, c.3. 

*' Autobiography, c.2. 
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of spirit uni life reached by that saint whose life is generally 
considered a perfect model for the modem generation ? 

The evidence of facts, therefore, confirms that of the 
Teresian doctrine. In the development of the spiritual 
and mystical life, visions and revelations occupy therein 
an absolutely secondary and accidental place. 

Conclusion. 

This brief survey of the evolution of the highest 
spiritual life in the light of Teresian teaching, has brought 
out how absolutely erroneous it is to characterise the 
mystical life as a life full of visions and revelations. For 
St. John of the Cross, there is no doubt that even the 
loftiest states of the contemplative life may be verified 
without the soul’s being endowed with such favours, 
whilst on the contrary, infused contemplation and mystical 
union constitute the whole substance of the highest form 
of spiritual life. 

It is true that there are mystics who, over and beyond 
this contemplation, have been favoured with special 
heavenly communications, and among these must be 
counted St. Teresa of Jesus, the great Mistress of the 
contemplative life. It may even be said that some over-hasty 
and superficial reader of her works may think that she 
makes the higher stages of the mystical life consist in a 
profusion of such extraordinary graces. Yet we have 
shown that, bearing in mind her particular method, 
and accurately examining the actual phraseology of 
her writings, not only does she not contradict the position 
of St. John of the Cross, but she also recognises the 
accidental character of the phenomena. The Teresian 
school is unanimous in teaching that these favours are 
grace* of a secondary order, not required for spiritual 
progress. 
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Hence, the question arises as to what attitude we 
should take up towards such graces. Are they to be desired 
or are they, perchance, to be despised ? Are they useful 
or are they, rather, obstacles to the spiritual life ? To say 
that they arc accidental is not, indeed, the same thing 
as to say that they are absurdities. Those who have in 
mind the ineptitudes in which some devotee relates 
her meetings with the Child Jesus, will rightly shrug their 
shoulders. But, on the other hand, certain heavenly 
manifestations met with in the lives of some canonised 
saints are found to be very interesting. Think, for example, 
of St. Margaret Mary’s relations with the Sacred Heart! 
Consequently, a more precise knowledge of these 
phenomena, and their various species and forms, is 
requisite for one who would answer adequately the 
question: How ought we to behave in regard to visions 
and revelations ? 

For this reason, in the following chapters, we shall try 
to form a clear and distinct concept of all these 
extraordinary phenomena, and to give to them a logical 
classification that will enable us to gain a more concrete 
idea of the problem which they raise; to distinguish 
their different aspects, and to treat more definitely of 
the attitude to be adopted in regard to them. 

The rich experience of St. Teresa, which we shall 
set forth in its concrete form, will supply us with a body 
of very varying material which will be distinctly 
co-ordinated in the light of the principles of St. John 
of the Cross. The theological analyses of these phenomena 
will bring out more clearly how many and various are 
the illusions to which visions are exposed, and how 
dtlicate and difficult to solve are the questions respecting 
their authenticity. Under this aspect also, visions are to 
be distinguished from mystical contemplation ! 

There is no need to confuse the mystic' with the 

/ 
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‘visionary’. Certainly not with the false visionary, deluded 
by his imagination and obstinate in his own opinion! 
It is a fact that often deluded souls do not allow themselves 
to be moved in the least by those who are trying to lead 
them back to sound reason. Fully convinced of their 
relations with God, they can no longer obey even the 
ecclesiastical authority. Just think! The idea of 
contradicting communications that have been heard 
from the lips of God Himself! How rash ! The fact is 
that their follies often throw discredit not only upon 
revelations, but upon the mystical life itself. 

But the latter must never be confused even with true 
visions. These phenomena are altogether extraordinary 
in the spiritual life; they do not belong to its normal or 
usual evolution; they are not even integral elements of 
the highest states of contemplation and mystical union. 

Mystical contemplation, on the contrary, is a mark 
of a singular fulness of spiritual life, usually granted to 
the soul that, living a life distinguished by humility and 
deeply-rooted virtue, reaches that perfection of the love 
of charity which is shown .» the complete conformity 
of the human will with the wiM of God. Here, and nowhere 
else, is the centre of the spiritual life. Such is the high 
ideal which the Christian soul may cherish here on earth: 
to give itself wholly to God for love, and to receive the 
fulness of His gifts. That is infinitely more precious than 
the most attractive visions and revelations. 

It is the merit of St. John of the Cross that he has 
expounded in the clearest possible light how visions 
must not be confused with true mystical life. He puts 
the latter before us, in all its purity, with all its attractions, 
accurately distinguished from all subsidiary phenomena, 
but reaching unto the most intimate union of the Spiritual 
Marriage. John is the great teacher, revealing to us, 
in all its completeness, the beauty of the Christian ideal 
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of union with God, even in this world. Grateful for light 
so great, let us learn to be docile and to obey when he 
bids us be prudent with respect to visions and revelations. 
His care for us is born of his zeal for our welfare. He 
would not have our spiritual ascent retarded by an 
unreasonable attachment to secondary graces. He is 
exacting, but he repays us with security and he raises 
the fairest hopes. He opens to us. without obstacles, 
the road that leads to the loftiest heights; to all-embracing 
perfection, to the closest union possible between the 
soul and God. 



II.—'THE PROBLEM OF VISIONS AND 

REVELATIONS. 

‘Some people seem to be terrified if they merely hear 
the words visions and revelations. . . . For the present, 
I do not intend to concern myself with distinguishing 
the good from the bad. ... I will only explain how any 
one should behave who finds herself in such 
circumstances. . . Z 1 

These few sentences, gathered from a short treatise 
on visions, inserted by St. Teresa in her Book of 
Foundations, characterise very well the problem that 
confronts a rather thoughtful soul when, in the course 
of its spiritual life, these particular phenomena, commonly 
known as visions and revelations, present themselves. 

Ordinarily, the first feeling experienced is a kind of 
surprise, almost terror; however, the intellectual reaction 
follows: What ought I to do ? 

It is the natural attitude of a reasonable being in face 
of a new phenomenon which has just intruded itself 
into his life. 

What is it ? What is to be done ? Two questions, the 
first speculative, the second practical; but, seemingly, 
closely connected. Indeed, it seems evident that the 
attitude which we should take up with regard to a thing 
or a fact depends upon its nature. Moreover, the practical 
behaviour must be guided by the speculative question. 
What, however, is not demonstrated is that our whole 
attitude in practice presupposes the complete knowledge 


1 Foundations, c.8. 
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of the nature of the facts presented to us. This is not 
always easy to acquire and often it is attained only after 
long delays. Shall we, perhaps, be compelled to suspend 
all action on our part until we have completed our 
investigation ? If such were the case, we should sometimes 
be in despair ! 

Fortunately, the existence of principles and general 
truths permits us to overcome these difficulties. There 
are certain courses of action which can be shown to be 
opportune, given any hypothesis whatever; that is to 
say, they are justified by the general character of the facts 
that require our reaction. In this case, in order to act 
it is not necessary that we should understand the 
phenomenon before us, even in its most minute details. 
It is enough to have recognised its general character. 
May not this be the case with visions and revelations ? 




There is no denying that human curiosity is easily 
stimulated by visions. Those who come across such, 
whether in their own personal lives or in the souls under 
their direction, easily remain somewhat perplexed. They 
frequently think that it is highly urgent to pronounce 
an opinion concerning the nature of the happenings; 
or more particularly, as to whether the origin of these 
be human, divine or diabolic. Hence they have recourse 
to rules for the discernment of ‘true’ from 'false’ visions; 
often, however, they fail to reach a decision. Or even 
—and this is much more serious—in their haste to decide, 
in order to take further action, it happens that they make 
up their minds without having carefully examined the 
facts. If this ill-founded opinion be favourable, the door 
is thrown open to the most serious mistakes. 
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But is this exactly the first problem which the director 
of one favoured with visions should examine ? 

St. Teresa does not seem to think so. The small work 
to which we have referred, was written precisely for 
the instruction of persons whose duty it is to direct the 
souls entrusted to them. Yet, Teresa writes: ‘At present, 
I do not intend to concern myself with distinguishing 
the good from the bad. . . I will say only how she must 
be guided who finds herself in such circumstances.’ On 
the contrary, therefore, the Saint turns her attention 
away from that aspect which is often considered the 
more urgent. Which is right ? 

Basing ourselves on the instructions of the great 
authorities of the Carmel, Saints Teresa and John of 
the Cross, we are aiming in this study at showing which 
is the more important aspect of the problem of visions, 
as well for the soul that receives them as for the director 
who has the responsibility of advising that soul. We shall 
see that, to a great extent, we can disassociate ourselves 
from the vtxed question of the origin of the visions, 
and this without in the least hindering the progress of 
the soul. Rather, in fact, shall we be furthering that in 
the best possible way. 

In order to proceed clearly, however, we must first 
; 4 et<»rmine what is to be understood by visions. Perhaps, 
i^$jfe f>ave no personal experience of them, and it is not at 
all fitting that we should desire such. Consequently we 
must have recourse to the experience of others. With 
this object in view, I do not think that I could suggest a 
more interesting case, or one better documented, than 
that of St. Teresa. Whilst, on the one hand, all these 
graces were particularly abundant in her lifi§| SS& took on 
very various forms, on the other, her wor«J*i'|p! gift of 
introspection, and her talent for descriptidfi, jfiined to 
an extraordinary simplicity, make us assured that in her 
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writings we possess a true picture of what actually 
happened. 

We shall begin, therefore, by briefly passing in review 
the different visions and distinct revelations of the Saint; 
thcn f having classified them in some logical order, we 
shall relate shortly how she behaved with respect to 
these graces. When we have completed this informative 
study, the twofold problem of the qualification of the 
visions and of the soul’s attitude when confronted with 
these phenomena will have taken on a more clearly-cut 
and concrete form; hence we shall understand both the 
difficulty of the former problem and the urgency of 
the latter. 

The Visions of St. Teresa of Jesus. 

It would seem as though God willed to make of St. Teresa 
of Jesus the most complete type of the mystical soul. 
In her, not only do vve find all the stages of the so-called 
contemplation which constitutes the substance of the 
mystical life, and that in their most highly developed form, 
but we could scarcely mention any form of extraordinary 
grace that she did not know. We intend to describe briefly 
the different classes of these graces, following the order 
in which they presented themselves in her life. 

The first Vision of St. Teresa. 

St. Teresa of Jesus is not to be reckoned among the 
saints who were such from the cradle. On the contrary, 
she was not finally converted until she was nearly forty- 
years of age. She had, notwithstanding, a period of fervour 
in the early years of her religious life, when she was 
twenty-two. She gave herself very earnestly to prayer, 
and even reached the stage of having at times the mystical 
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prayer of union. Her piety did not last. She became 
dissipated, too fond of amusing herself with the visits 
of her friends, and lost everything. 

One day, whilst she was conversing with a person with 
whom she would have done better not to associate too 
frequently, a strange incident occurred. ‘Christ revealed 
Himself to me in an attitude of great sternness, and 
showed me what there was in this that displeased Him. 
I saw Him with the eyes of the soul—that is with the 
imagination—more clearly than I could ever have seen 
Him with those of the body; and it made such an impression 
upon me that, although it is now more than twenty-six 
years ago, I seem to have Him present with me still’. 2 

At the time, Teresa was afraid; then, taking note of 
the fact that the vision was not exterior (it was, in fact, 
ima°inary)*$he began to ponder over the possibility of 
such existing only in her imagination. Finally, she resumed 
her conversation. 3 Obviously, she had not benefited 
much by it ! She was then aged twenty-five. To find 
another such incident, we must go to the period of her 
definitive conversion. This was not the effect of a 
vision, but entirely of reflexion. The sight of an impressive 
statue of the Ecce Homo, followed by the reading of 
St. Augustine’s Confessions* furnished the occasions. 
We remain still in the order of means within the reach of 
all. God was pleased to restore to her, thus converted, 
mystical prayer, and, knowing her own unworthiness, 
Teresa lovingly laments her past remissness before Him 
who had shown her such great mercy. Then, for the first 
time, she heard an interior voice: ‘Serve thou me, and 

• The word is here used in its strict psychological sense; there is no 

suggestion of illusion. (Tr.) 

» Ibid. 

• Ibid, c.9. 
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meddle not with this’. 5 Another moment of fright ! 
But this also, remains an isolated incident. 

Only two years later, that is when Teresa was forty-two, 
did the interior words, the locutions as she calls them, 
begin to multiply. The first of the series was spoken to 
her when she was in ecstasy. For some time, she had 
been struggling hard to detach her heart from certain 
affections which, even though harmless, did not leave her 
sufficiently free; but she had not quite succeeded. Then 
there came the rapture, and she heard: ‘I will have thee 
converse now not with men but with angels’. 6 From that 
moment, she felt that her heart was completely detached. 
Some locutions are very powerful and efficacious. 

Supernatural Locutions. 

Teresa has left an exact description of the phenomenon 
of locutions. ‘Though perfectly formed, the words are 
not heard with the bodily ear; yet they are understood 
much more clearly than if they were so heard, and, 
however determined one’s resistance, it is impossible 
not to hear them’. 7 

We are on the same plane as that of the vision of which 
we have already spoken. The words do not come from 
without; they are not heard with the ears; they are interior, 
imaginary. But the phenomenon is quite distinct. The 
words are 'perfectly formed’ and ‘they are understood 
much more clearly than if heard outwardly’; they even 
impose themselves; it is impossible not to hear them. 
The phenomenon in question is perfectly clear and the 
soul feels itself completely passive. If these characteristics 
were lacking, Teresa would not hold it to be a revelation. 


* Life . c.19. 

• Life . c.24. 
’ Life, c.25. 



42 


VISIONS AND REVELATIONS 


She believes, indeed, that such words may be a trick 
of the fancy; she even warns us that we must not ‘as soon 
as the imagination brings something before our mind 
forthwith think it to be a vision.’ ‘Believe me,’ she says, 
‘when there is question of real visions, we very well 
know it’. 8 Words that arc not clear, and in which the mind 
must intervene in order to make them intelligible, she 
would simply reject. 

Another characteristic of real locutions is that they 
remain fixed in the memory and we are unable to forget 
them. This is especially true in the case of prophetic 
words that foretell future events. The fact is that locutions 
may be distinguished from one another according to their 
objective content. Some are concerned with the Spiritual 
profit of the soul. Such are words of comfort, 
encouragement, or even reproof. In such cases, the soul 
is filled with confusion and humility; the reproof goes 
home, penetrating it to the quick, and is effective; the 
soul amends. The words of comfort are equally efficacious; 
forthwith, the soul feels itself strengthened. 

Other-locutions, again, impose some undertaking upon 
the soul; an action to be carried out, an admonition, or a 
counsel to transmit. Since in such a case it is a matter 
of acting upon an impulse that is believed to be divine, 
such a locution must bfe carefully examined: ‘When the 
locution orders us to do something,’ writes Teresa, ‘it 
is necessary to discuss it with a learned and prudent director, 
and neither to do nor believe anything, save as he tells us.' 9 

Lastly, some locutions foretell future events; that is, 
they are prophetic. Teresa experienced a number of this 
kind. 'These last impress us by their complete certainty. 
. . . Even if many years go by, the soul never loses its 
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belief that, in the end, what He has said will come true 
as, in fact, it does'. 10 

This, their fulfilment, is the most convincing test of 
their origin. ‘Sometimes, these locutions tell us of things 
that arc to happen three or four years hence; there have 
been many of these, and they have all come true without 
S single exception, l-'rom this, it can he seen that they 
come from God’.** 

To conclude the subject of locutions, we may note 
that besides those that are imnyimry, Teresa disliiigutahc* 
two other varieties: exterior, and intrllrrlual. 

The exterior arc those which arc heard with the bodily 
cars. She states explicitly that she has twice experienced 
such but did not hear the words clearly; they were rather 
murmurs. Once the locution was divine, on the other 
occasion it came from the enemy. 12 

Intellectual locutions are manifestations made 
immediately to the spirit, without passing by the way 
of words. They happen particularly, according to the 
Saint, when God wills to reveal to the soul ‘great truths 
and mysteries.’ ‘The soul suddenly finds itself learned, 
and the mystery of the Most Holy Trinity, together with 
other lofty things, is so clearly explained to it that there 
is no theologian with whom it would not have the boldness 
to contend in defence of the truth of these marvels’. 13 
Here is how these manifestations take place: ‘The Lord 
introduces into the inmost part of the soul what He 
wishes the soul to understand, and presents it not by 
means of images or forms of words. ... It is as if food 
has been introduced into the stomach without our having 
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eaten it, or knowing how it got there; but we know quite 
well that it is therein’. 14 

Sometimes, however, the manifestation is intellectual 
and imaginary at the same time; then ‘Not only can the 
words he heard, but much more can be understood than 
the words themselves convey’. 15 

Hence, in St. Teresa’s case, we meet with kinds of 
locutions: exterior, which are heard with the bodily ears; 
imaginary, which are heard with the hearing of the soul; 
and intellectual, which are wordless. We shall now see 
how the Saint distinguishes in like manner between 
visions. 


Supernatural 'Visions’. 

In 1569, the Grand Inquisitor, Valdes, published his 
celebrated Index, whereby many devotional books in 
the vernacular were prohibited. St. Teresa, lover of 
books as she was, felt it keenly to be suddenly deprived 
of these ‘good friends’ of hers. T was very sorry, for the 
reading of some of them gave me pleasure, and I could 
no longer continue this, as I had them only in the Latin’. 16 
It was then that our Lord said to her: ‘Be not distressed, 
for I will give thee a living book’. 17 This announced the 
visions, but the Saint did not understand that. 

Although she had been favoured with revelations for 
about two years, Teresa had not had any visions excepting 
the single one experienced in her youth. Now she was 
forty-four and had been familiar with ecstatic prayer 
during some two years. Here we have the account of what 
happened to her on a feast of St. Peter : 

»• 1 hid. 
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‘Whilst I was at prayer, I saw Christ at my side or, 
to put it fetter, 1 was conscious of Him, for neither with 
the eyes of the body nor with those of the soul did I 
see anything. . . . Being completely ignorant that visions 
of this kind could occur, I was at first very much afraid, 
and did nothing but weep. ... All the time Jesus Christ 
seemed to be beside me, and as this was not an imaginary 
vision I could not discern in what form. What I felt 
very clearly was that all the time He was at my right 
hand, and a witness of everything that I was doing’. 18 

The phenomenon is perfectly ‘particularised’: it is a 
case of an intellectual perception of the presence of Christ 
in His Humanity. This presence is localised: ‘at my 
right hand,’ states Teresa; but it does not take on any 
‘form’. Hence it is that, in her characteristic terminology- 
based upon her personal experience, she calls such an 
apparition: 'a vision that is not seen.’ Later on, she will 
call it an intellectual vision. Nevertheless, the perception 
is very clear: ‘He presents Himself to the soul by a 
knowledge brighter than the sun. . . . The soul distinctly 
sees that Jesus Christ, the Virgin’s Son, is present, though 
He remains unseen. So clear a knowledge is imprinted 
upon the soul that to doubt it seems quite impossible. 19 

So it seems evident that the intellect passively receives 
an intelligible object. Yet since this spiritual object is 
‘localised’ the phenomenon cannot be considered purely 
intelligible. 

Not only did Our Lord reveal Himself thus; Teresa 
was to see in the same manner Our Lady, St. Joseph, 
other saints, departed souls, and even devils. 

# * • • 

There are, however, intellectual visions which, by their 
very object, transcend the imagination and belong entirely 

'• Lift, c.28. 
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to the intelligible order. I would also point out that 
under the single expression, ‘intellectual vision’, Teresa 
understands two kinds of such divine manifestations 
which differ considerably. 

Some are received actually at the time when the soul 
is raised to the prayer of rapture. ‘Certain truths concerning 
the greatness of God remain so firmly in the soul that 
even if it had not faith, which will tell it who He is and 
that it is bound to believe that He is God, the soul would 
adore Him as such from that very moment’. 20 

Hence, there are visions that cause the soul to ‘recognise’ 
God. St. John of the Cross will call them ‘intuitions of 
the naked truths regarding God Himself’. 21 As we shall 
see later, these are not visions in the strict sense of the 
term, but graces of contemplation. 

Other visions, called ‘intellectual’, are manifestations 
of the mysteries of the Faith. St. Teresa enjoyed, in 
particular, during many years, a continual intellectual 
vision of the Trinity. ‘The Three Persons are seen, 
individually, and yet, by a wonderful kind of knowledge 
which is given to it, the soul realises that, most certainly 
and truly, all these Three Persons are one Substance, 
and one Power, and one Knowledge, and one God alone; 
so that what we hold by faith the soul may be said to 
grasp by sight’. 22 We must not think, however, that 
there is any question of an intuitive vision, for the Saint 
notes expressly that this is a ‘representation’, a ‘figure of 
the truth’. 23 

• • • # 

Again, in the realm of visions, St. Teresa’s experience 
did not remain confined to the intellectual order. She 

,0 Castle, M.6, c.4. 
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has mentioned also two imaginary visions of Our Lord, 
and has described them down to the smallest details. 

Seemingly, these began soon after the intellectual 
visions. The first manifestation of this kind was that of 
the Sacred Humanity which was revealed progressively. 
‘One day, when I was at prayer, the Lord was pleased 
to reveal to me nothing but His Hands. ... A few days 
later, I also saw that Divine Face. ... I realised that 
His Majesty was leading me according to my natural 
weakness, for so much glory all at once would have been 
more than so base and wicked a person could bear’. 24 

There is, indeed, a peculiar grandeur about the imaginary 
visions of Christ with which St. Teresa was favoured. 
It is Christ glorified whom she sees, and she writes in 
this connection: ‘There is such beauty about glorified 
bodies that the glory which illumines them throws all 
who look upon such supernatural loveliness into confusion. 
. . . Even in its whiteness and radiance alone, it exceeds 
all that we can imagine. ... If what I see is an image, 
it is a living image . . . not a dead man, but the living 
Christ. . . . Sometimes, He comes with such majesty 
that no one can doubt that it is the Lord Himself.’ 25 

Like the imaginary locutions, so also these visions 
combine in the object a perfect clearness, even a 
magnificence, and at the same time a character of necessity, 
as it were of violence: the soul cannot but see them. 
‘It is all the same whether the eyes be closed or open,’ 
writer Teresa;' if the Lord is pleased to make us see it, 
we shall do so, even against our will. There is nothing 
powerful enough to distract our attention from it, and 
we can neither resist it nor attain to it by any diligence 
or care of our own. This I have conclusively proved by 
experience’. 28 Here, therefore, it is a case of complete 
•• Life, c. 28 . 
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passivity; any personal initiative is positively excluded. 
Our Lord makes Himself seen as far as He wills, and 
the soul cannot see more than He shows it. ‘There is 
no possibility of our subtracting from it, or adding to it; 
if we try to look at any particular part of it, we at once 
lose the presence of Christ’. 27 St. Teresa confides to us, 
in this connection, a little delusion—I would rather 
say ‘feminine weakness’—of her own. ‘I particularly 
desired to see the colour of His eyes, and His stature, 
in order to describe them but I have never been sufficiently 
worthy to see this, nor has it been of any use for me to 
attempt to do so; if I tried, I lost the vision altogether.’ 
Here we see the soul in love, who wants to describe the 
beauty of the Bridegroom ! But divine manifestations 
are reserved territory; desires that are merely creaturely 
may not enter here; she must be content with what God 
shows her. 

Let us notice also how short a time this vision of Christ 
lasted; scarcely the twinkling of an eye ! ‘Although He 
does this so quickly that we might liken the action to 
a flash of lightning, this most glorious image is so deeply 
engraven upon the imagination that I do not believe it 
can possibly disappear until it is seen where it can be 
enjoyed to all eternity’. 28 

Although He is the principal, Christ is not, however, 
the only object seen by Teresa in imaginary visions. 
The Blessed Virgin and others appear to her thus, even 
her spiritual director, Father Gratian. 29 Not all the 
visions are equally impressive in their sisls^dour, nor 
even so short as is that of Our Lord. K' 

One last point, and that a very impo^^^ne: This 
imaginary vision is often accompanied by an intellectual 

*’ Life , c. 29 . 
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one. In that case, both reveal the object in their particular 
manner. Such is especially the case for the visions of 
Our Lord. ‘These two kinds of vision almost invariably 
occur simultaneously and, as they come in this way, 
the eyes of the soul see the excellence, the beauty, and 
the glory of the most holy Humanity; and in the other 
way which has been described, it is revealed to us that 
He is God, and how He is all powerful and can do all 
things, and command all things, and rules all things, and 
fills all things with His love’. 30 

The parallelism between the visions and locutions is 
therefore perfect. In both alike, there are intellectual 
and imaginary manifestations, which may be either separate 
or simultaneous. Besides these, there are exterior 
manifestations. Teresa had two locutions of this sort, but 
as to exterior visions, she repeats several times: 'These 
I have never had’. 31 

Classification of St. John of the Cross. 

We have seen how St. Teresa presents us with a detailed 
classification of visions and locutions. If we compare it 
with that furnished by St. John of the Cross, we shall 
understand its significance more exactly. 

As spiritual theologians commonly do, so the Mystical 
Doctor teaches that the graces called visions and revelations 
take place according to the three different orders of 
human knowledge: that of the intellect; that of the interior 
senses; and that of the exterior senses; that is to say, 
they are intellectual, imaginary and exterior. But he 
shows very positively that, whatever may be the order 
of knowledge whereby a communication is immediately 
made, it ends always in the intellect. 32 But the mode 
*• Life, c.28. 
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whereby it reaches the latter is very different in the three 
cases. When it is a matter of an intellectual communication 
the intelligence receives it in a completely passive manner; 
it neither constructs nor interprets it, but only ‘knows’ 
it. To repeat St. Teresa’s figure, it is as though food 
were in the stomach without our having eaten. 33 Quite 
different is the case of a communication that passes via 
the senses, whether exterior or interior. Here we have 
an object presented to the eyes or to the imagination; 
the senses, or the imagination ‘see’ but do not ‘understand’; 
to understand or judge, is the function of the intellect. 
To fulfil its office, the latter must interpret the object 
presented to the senses. But then we are going beyond 
the order of perfect passivity; here the human activity 
enters in, with all its liability to make mistakes. 

Naturally, the case of a communication being received 
at the same time in the imagination and in the intellect 
is not excluded; and in such a contingency we are 
confronted with those ‘mixed’ cases which St. Teresa 
has often mentioned equally in connection with vmofU 
as with locutions. But per se, an exterior vision is 
that is presented to the eyes; an imaginary vision belongs 
to the imagination only; each is interpreted by the 
understanding, and the human understanding can err. 

Besides this first reason, which shows how there is a 
greater possibility of error in external and imaginary 
visions, there is another which is recognised by all mystical 
theologians. These visions may come not only from God, 
but also from the devil or from the subject himself. 
St. Teresa knew from experience counterfeit visions, 
as also counterfeit locutions. In fact, she tries to determine 
the criteria whereby we may differentiate between divine 
locutions and those that are ‘words which the spirit 
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utters to itself ’. 34 As for the devil, she declares explicitly: 
‘Three or four times, he has attempted to present the 
Lord to me by making a false likeness of Him ’. 35 But 
she detected the fraud through the evil effects of the 
vision. 

Theology teaches that the devil is able to act upo our 
sensitive powers, and hence to present an object to the 
understanding by their means. He cannot act directly 
upon the understanding itself; this region is reserved 
to God. As for the power of deception possessed by one’s 
own spirit, Teresa had already perceived how great it was. 
Modern studies in psychiatry, far from restricting her 
opinion, tend on the contrary rather to extend the danger 
zone. 


Opposition of St. Teresa’s Directors. 

These possibilities of delusion explain the reason why 
St. Teresa met with such strong opposition from her 
spiritual directors when she began to receive these favours. 

Having described her visions, it will be well to say a 
word also concerning the attitude which her confessors 
took up with respect to these graces. It would be hard 
to find in hagiography a case that was submitted to more 
opinions and subjected to more discussion than was that 
of the Saint. Yet we shall sec how, after many differences 
of opinion, her visions acted favourably upon and even 
set the crown upon her spiritual and mystical life. 

As she remarks herself, (Jod led her by the way of 
fear; and not only God, but nearly all her early direUor* I 
When, shortly after her conversion, God gave her back 
the grace of mystical prayer, her spiritiially inimlnl 
friends considered she was being deceived by tbr rvil 
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one. There was only one remedy, so they said, and that 
was for her to submit herself to the direction of the Fathers 
of the Society of Jesus. Albeit they recognised her good 
spirit immediately, the Jesuit Fathers kept her under 
the strictest discipline, and laid upon her the command 
to resist the divine favours. St. Francis Borgia set her 
free from this, but when the locutions began there was a 
veritable war declared. To test the Saint, her confessor, 
Father Balthasar Alvarez, gave ear to the fears of Teresa’s 
friends and, for over two years, she found herself compelled 
to join these latter in a real crusade of prayers in order 
to obtain from God the favour of being led by another 
way. It was all of no avail. 'He continued to speak to me, 
and that very often’. 36 Nor was this all. Visions were 
added to the locutions and then the opposition reached 
its climax. In the absence of Father Balthasar Alvarez, 
a confessor went so far as to order the Saint to make a 
contemptuous gesture at the apparition of our Lord. 
With great sorrow of heart, but humble and obedient, 
Teresa obeyed the order received and then ‘The Lord 
told me not to worry about it; that I was quite right to 
obey, and that He would see that my confessor learned 
the truth’. 37 God sent to Avila St. Peter of Alcantara, 
who set the Saint’s mind at rest and made her friends 
and confessors understand, ‘and put reasons and arguments 
before them as to why they should be reassured and 
leave me in peace’. 38 

Teresa had lost nothing by obeying; the grace had 
remained and increased, and now she could rest tranquilly, 
assured that the Spirit of God was working in her. 

It was at the beginning of 1680. The same year, she 
conceived her plan of the Reform. Visions and locutions, 

•• Lift, c.27. 
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which had hitherto been concerned solely with her personal 
life, change their function and now begin to counsel her. 

Yet, when it is a question of obtaining permission from 
her Superior to carry out an order received in a locution, 
Teresa makes no allusion to the divine communication. 39 
The Superior is to decide for himself. But personally, 
the Saint finds great help therein. ‘If the Lord had not 
bestowed on me the favours He has, I think I should 
not have had the courage to perform the works I have,’ 
Teresa writes some years later. ‘And so, since beginning 
my foundations, I have lost the fears which had previously 
troubled me, when I thought I was suffering from 
delusions, and I have become certain that it was all the 
will of God’. 40 

Yet, whilst the divine intervention directs her work, 
visions ever more sublime accompany her interior life, 
enabling her to comprehend its utmost depths. The 
development of mystical love is rendered, as it were, 
palpable through the increasing intimacy shown her 
by the apparitions of our Lord, and His bearing towards 
her. Then He introduces her into the communion of 
the Father, and even into the very heart of the Trinity, 
and when Teresa attains to the Spiritual Marriage, 
wherein the soul experiences a certain participation in 
the Trinitarian life, and a kind of vital identification 
with Christ, then she 'sees’ the Trinity whose life she 
shares; and 'sees’ Jesus, to whom she is so closely united’. 41 

The opposition which St. Teresa encountered on the 
part of her confessors did not hinder in the least the 
work that God willed to accomplish in her by means of 
the visions. It even rather served to render her quite 
sure as to the divine origin of these favours, and to preserve 
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her from all delusion. Under the rigid discipline imposed 
upon her, Teresa entered into peaceful possession of 
the highest charismata, as well as that of an incomparably 
profound mystical life. 

2.—The twofold Problem of Visions. 

The Study of St. Teresa’s case has, I think, given a 
more pSeecsse sense to the questions which, spontaneously, 
we put to ourselves when visions are in question. 
Evidently, to determine their nature constitutes a complex 
problem. It is necessary to distinguish the quality of the 
phenomenon, that is to ascertain whether we are dealing 
with an external, imaginary, or intellectual vision; then 
to decide as to its origin, whether divine, diabolical or 
merely human. Neither of these questions can be answered 
without serious difficulties. 

We know already that intellectual visions are much less 
liable to error than those that are imaginary or external; 
but it is not easy to be sure whether we are really dealing 
with an intellectual vision. Let the director be on his 
guard, moreover, not to let it be seen that he is more 
inclined to credit intellectual visions than the other 
sorts ! Otherwise, I think, all his penitents will tell him 
that their visions are intellectual ! Nor again, is it very 
easy for a person who has not at least a little philosophical 
knowledge to distinguish a purely intellectual phenomenon 
from one that is imaginary, or accompanied by some 
schematic imagery. And not all have a gift of .introspection 
and analysis comparable to that of St. Teress. Often the 
director has to be content with inadequate replies, and he 
must also beware lest he himself suggest the replies in 
his questions. Such a proceeding would be simply an 
illusion. Moreover, it would seem that purely intellectual 
visions are much less frequent than the others. Hence 
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it comes about that, practically speaking, the director must 
consider the occurrence as belonging, at least in part, 
to the sensible order. But forthwith, he is faced with the 
other problem in all its difficulty: that of the origin of the 
vision. Has he to deal with a vision of divine origin ? 

What is a ‘divine’ Vision? 

And, first of all, what do we understand by a vision 
of divine origin ? 

This depends, naturally, upon the idea we have of the 
psychological structure, or ‘mechanism’ of visions. 
Therefore, we must necessarily examine to some extent 
the philosophical-theological problem of the nature of 
visions, taking as typical those that are imaginary and 
those met with most frequently. Only after this 
examination shall we be able to say precisely what we 
intend to attribute to God in a vision, when we pronounce 
it ‘divine’. 

In this connection, I would like to remark that some 
mystical writers too readily assimilate the internal structure 
of visions in genere to that of a prophetic vision, or 
revelation. 

In the latter, St. Thomas distinguishes a double element: 
a sensible presentation of the object, and an infused, 
charismatic light whereby, the Saint teaches, the soul 
knows with certainty the object revealed, and also remains 
convinced of the divine origin of the manifestation. 42 
This light is the substantial element of the prophetic 
charisma. Its intervention is necessary precisely because, 
in prophecy, the intellect knows a truth that it could 
not possibly learn without a directly divine manifestation. 
Prophetic knowledge is preternatural, miraculous. St. 
John of the Cross admits that, now also, such visions 

*'■ Summa Tluolog. Ila Ilae, q.171. a.5; Contra Cent. L.3, c.154. 
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Still exist 43 , but vTe put them all on the same 

level. 

Not all visionsso exalted that it cannot 
be known without tb^iiwert'ention of a charismatic light; 
hence that must tisMs® -simjjid ered a constitutive element 
of every vision, on this account. St. Thomas even points 
out expressly that sometimes there may be a sensible 
presentation without the charismatic light. And speaking 
of such a case, he adds that such a sensible presentation 
'esl aliquid imperfection in genere prophetiae', u 

We have seen above that, for St. John of the Cross, 
imaginary visions are nothing else per se than a sensible 
presentation of the object, whereof the intellect judges. 
From this we may conclude that such visions and locutions 
arc definitely imperfect divine manifestations. 

however, go further and examine also in 
what wstttstly the sensible manifestation itself may be 
called divine. Must we think necessarily of a preternatural 
intervention, in some way miraculous ? We may here 
note that St. Thomas, even whilst affirming in genere 
that in the prophetic vision there is conferred on the 
human mind something which surpasses the natural 
faculty 45 , and this even in the sensible presentation, yet 
restricts this divine intervention, in certain cases, to a 
simple arranging of the sensible, natural species 46 . 

When it is a question of a vision of Christ glorified, as 
we have seen in the case of St. Teresa, we might readily 
suppose that the natural species do not suffice. If, on 
the other hand, the apparition has not this character of 

41 Ascent, B.2, c.26. 

41 Siwima Thiol. I la Ilae, q.q.171, a.5; 

45 Confertur aliquid humanae menti supra id quod periinct ad naturalem 
facultatem. Ibid, q.173, a.2. 

44 Summa Theot. 11a I lac, q.173, a.2. 'per formas imaginarias, sive 
omnino divinitus impressas . . . vel etiam divinitus ordinatas ex his 
quae a sensibus sunt acccptae. . . . 
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transcendent beauty, or if it be only a matter of certain 
words heard in the imagination, we no longer see the 
necessity for such higher intervention; we may more 
probably remain in the natural order; vve might even ask 
ourselves whether it be rightly necessary to go outside 
of it. Might we not think that the psychological mechanism 
of such visions is simply natural ? I would not venture 
to assert it as proved at present, but I do not wish to 
hide the fact that, among some Catholic psychologists 
enjoying an excellent reputation, there exists a tendency 
to identify the psychological mechanism of certain exterior 
and imaginary visions with that which intervenes in 
sensorial and psychic hallucinations 17 . Do not be 
scandalised ! There is no question of identifying visions 
and hallucinations ? We wish to say solely that in both 
cases the presentation of the sensible object may be the 
work of the same psychological mechanism; but the 
cause that sets the mechanism in motion is completely 
different. Whereas in hallucination this mechanism operates 
under the influence of morbid conditions, in visions 
it is moved by the influence of the operating grace. In 
confirmation of their theories, these writers point out 
that even in the simply natural order there are phenomena 
of hallucinatory form that are quite other than morbid 
and even scientifically fruitful. They cite as an instance 
the case of the chemist, Kekule, who after having been 
long absorbed in searching for the structural formula of 
benzine, became drowsy and, in that condition, had a 
hypnogical hallucination which showed him, schematically, 

*’ Jos. Marshal, S.J., Etude 1 sur la psychologie dcs mystiques, 2me. 6d. 
Paris, 1938 : ‘There arc first sensible, corporal visions, the 
psychological mechanism of which enters necessarily into the 
frame-work alike of sensation and hallucination. ._ . . We should 
be inclined to say the same as regards imaginary visions. . . . The 
psychological mechanism of these imaginary visions offers nothing 
which distinguishes them fundamentally from pseudo-hallucinations, 
with or without precise spatial presentation of the image.’ (p.125-127). 



58 VISIONS AND REVELATIONS 

the solution of his problem. The atoms began to dance 
before his eyes, to arrange themselves finally in the 
circular form of a serpent biting its own tail. Under the 
influence of his vision, the chemist resumed his study 
and, some hours later, the celebrated ‘benzine hexagon' 
was born 49 . If the hallucinatory mechanism can intervene 
in a useful scientific manner, why should it not intervene 
in an analogous way in the spiritual life ? 

I do not wish to claim that we should consider the thesis 
as completely demonstrated, but it cannot be denied that 
its positions are worthy of serious attention. We should, 
at least, deduce therefrom that it is not enough to have 
recognised the influence of the spirit of God in a vision 
in order to be able to conclude immediately that we are 
faced with a preternatural, miraculous, divine intervention. 
Certainly, this preternatural intervention is not to be 
excluded a priori , even in cases of sensible visions, but 
it is probable that there may exist a sensible, divine vision 
of which the mechanism would be natural, and only the 
impulsion of the divine, operating grace that moves this 
mechanism be supernatural. In this case, we should have 
a divine-natural vision, and so, in fact, these writers 
name such. We may grant that such a vision does belong 
to the supernatural order (and therefore, it may be said 
to be divine) but not to that which is preternatural (and 
therefore, it may be said to be natural). 

It is understandable that in such a vision the personal 
stamp of the soul that receives it may be very deep, and 
it would be a gross error to consider everything as though 
it had simply ‘fallen from heaven.’ We shall see later 


” Rol. Dalbiez; Marie-Therite NobleI contidcrie dn point dn rut 
psyehologique, Erudcs Carmilitaines, October, 1938.- ‘There may be 
visions which se/nciological]y_ are only hallucinations and which, 
nevertheless, have a real religious value.’ P. 22. 

Rol. Dalbiez, 1. c., which is cited by Pfistcr, Die psycltoanalytiichc 
Mtthode, p.210. 
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how these considerations throw much light on the 
interpretation of some revelations, too easily believed to 
be words ‘out of the mouth of God’ ! 49 All the more 
are we convinced that, be it only in order to determine 
clearly what precisely we understand by the divine element 
of a vision, the qualification of revelations presents a 
very delicate problem. In short, we are going to end by 
finding ourselves deep in religious psychology, without 
having reached positions that are completely 
demonstrable, however interesting they may be. 

Add to this first difficulty that of the use of the criteria 
commonly indicated by spiritual writers whereby we may 
recognise the divine influence in a vision—and this, 
also, is no easy problem, but we reserve it to another 
chapter—and I think you will be of opinion that, in 
order to be able to go to the bottom of the question of 
the qualification of visions, one needs to be a specialist, 
and know how to employ all the resources of theology 
and religious psychology. 

The more urcent Problem. 

Must we conclude, therefore, that every spiritual 
director who is not a specialist in such matters must 
perforce hand over to someone else every penitent of 
his favoured with visions ? 

I am sure that such a conclusion would seem exaggerated 
to everyone, and the fact is that such is not the case. 
But we must show also why this is so. 

Let us return, for a moment, to the two questions 
which the confessor, as well as the penitent, spontaneously 
asks himself when a soul under his care appears to have 
visions: What is it ? What is to be done ? 

Obviously, he cannot wait to act until he has answered 

'* Ascent of Mount Carmel, B.2, c.29. 
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the first query. Now that we know all the difficulties 
involved, it is certain that without a meticulous searching 
into the matter, he will not reach any satisfactory solution. 
Meanwhile, must he leave everything as it is, and abandon 
the soul to its impressions ? That is not permissible. 
Certainly St. Teresa’s directors did not think so, seeing 
that they gave her practical guidance before they were 
able to judge of the nature of her visions, and yet that 
guidance was shown to be very profitable. There must 
be a safe attitude which we can take up from the first, 
an attitude which can be known sufficiently, independently 
of a question so abstruse as is that of the determining of 
the nature of the visions. 

It is understood, however, that teaching such as will 
meet the facts must find its justification in the general 
principles that must govern the spiritual life. But is not 
this, perhaps, the fundamental task of a good director: 
namely, to apply these principles to all the various events 
of the spiritual life, so as to procure in everything the 
greater progress of the soul in holiness and union with 
God ? 

The science properly belonging to and characteristic of 
the director is spiritual theology, which has for its object 
the acquiring of perfection. Hence, for the spiritual father, 
the fundamental question, dominating all others in his 
relations with his spiritual children, is that of their progress 
in union with God. Everything that he must examine in 
souls presents itself to him under the fundamental aspect 
of their spiritual welfare. Even visions and revelations 
are of interest to him only in so far as they may promote 
or retard souls in the way of perfection. Consequently, 
the aspect of these phenomena that formally interests 
the director is evidently that of the use which we must 
ntake of them in order to derive the greatest possible 
prail therefrom. 
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This is the reason why, even whilst he is treating at 
length of visions, St. John of the Cross states that his 
intention in so doing is ‘the direction of the soul, through 
all its apprehensions, natural and supernatural ... to 
divine union with God’. 50 For the Mystical Doctor, 
also, it is not the qualifying of the visions, that is to say, 
the study of their nature, their psychological structure, 
that is the primary concern of the director, but rather the 
problem of the attitude which should be assumed with 
respect to these phenomena. 

Certainly, we should not be uninterested in the problem 
of their qualification, because this also belongs to the 
problem in its entirety, and the said problem is not 
adequately disposed of until we have answered the very 
difficult question of their origin and structure,, but the 
spiritual director has not to solve it, save in so fir k is 
necessary to enable him to decide upon the iktfelldc 
which he should take up. In the measure in which he 
can base his attitude solidly upon other principles than 
those of the accurate determination of the nature of these 
occurrences, he may also put off this examination to a 
more convenient season, even sometimes omit it altogether. 

We conclude that the problem of determining the 
nature of the vision enters only secondarily into spiritual 
theology and is subsidiary to that of the attitude of the 
soul; it belongs directly to the field of religious psychology, 
albeit enlightened by theological principles. On the 
contrary, the question of the attitude to be adopted, 
alike by the director and the penitent, when confronted 
with these extraordinary phenomena of the supernatural 
life, belongs directly and per se to the science of spiritual 
direction, that is to spiritual theology. 

• • • • 

In this spiritual problem of visions, we may distinguish 


*• Ascent, B.2, c.28, n.l. 
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two aspects, the first general, the second particular. 
It is indeed useful to determine how far visions in genere 
are bound up with the development of the spiritual and 
mystical life. It is the question we have examined in the 
first chapter of this book. Taking our stand upon the 
teaching of St. Teresa and St. John of the Cross, we have 
come to the conclusion that, in the spiritual life, visions 
are entirely accidental phenomena, without which it is 
possible to attain to the highest mystical contemplation. 

It remains now to examine two matters that more 
directly concern the manner of comporting ourselves in 
face of the fact of the visions: firstly that of the attitude 
which the soul must assume, and which the director 
must teach it, and secondly, that of the director’s own 
manner of proceeding. This will be the object of the 
two following chapters. 

Conclusion. 

We have now entered fully into the heart of the arduous 
and complex problem of visions. 

We now know clearly what we must understand by 
visions and locutions. St. Teresa’s precise descriptions 
have revealed to us a whole world of interesting and 
reliable facts, distributed over three different planes: 
the external, the imaginary and the intellectual. 

We have also a more detailed knowledge of the different 
problems to which the existence of these facts gives rise 
in a reasonable soul that desires to walk securely in spiritual 
ways, and not expose itself to becoming the plaything of 
its fancy. We may state them in two words: ‘qualification’, 
and ‘attitude’. 

The matter of qualification or, more precisely, of the 
origin and structure of the visions, is, as we have seen, 
complicated, delicate and difficult. 
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Fortunately, however, this has been sbotfeo 53; be not 
the most urgent question for the spiritual 3Bis 

concern is more directly that of the attitude be ashamed 
towards the visions, in order to derive fteifi ' ; the 

greatest possible profit. In this, we have reedgeiSetJ the 
real spiritual problem of the visions, which belongs 
directly to ascetic and mystical theology. 

We do not hide the fact that this, also, has its difficulties. 
But we face them confidently, relying upon the teaching 
of a Master whose writings are full of heavenly wisdom. 
To decide the spiritual problem raised by visions, we 
shall follow the teaching of St. John of the Cross. But not 
blindly, however ! He does not ask us to make an act of 
faith, but justifies his positions theologically. To profit 
by his doctrine in order to direct our own researches is 
not at all humiliating; it is an honour to listen to the 
teaching of a master mind, and in mystical science Holy 
Church herself has named him Master and Doctor. 
With such a guide, we are sure of reaching a right 
conclusion. 

To our confidence we add a hope: that of freeing spiritual 
direction, up to a point, from a worrying and difficult 
problem. 

By concentrating our attention upon the spiritual 
aspect of this problem of visions, and putting off until 
another time the task of discerning between the good 
and the bad, St. Teresa has shown us that the latter 
matter need not be considered very urgent. When speaking 
of external visions, St. John of the Cross states more 
decidedly that the soul must fly from them absolutely, 
without even wishing to examine whether they be good 
or bad. 51 So it does not seem that the whole attitude of 
director or directed, with respect to visions, must be 


** Ascent, B.2, c.ll, n.2. 
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founded upon the very difficult task of examining ig£p. 
their origin or their quality. "■ * i 

It is true that if this were requisite for fulfilling Ms 
duties, the director ought not to shrink from even the 
most delicate problems, but face these bravely, trusting 
in God. But it is not less true that he need not involve 
himself in difficulties when it is possible to avoid them. 
Moreover, if spiritual direction were too onerous and 
complicated a task, many good priests would be afraid 
to undertake it, and the result would be gravely detrimental 
to souls. It is fitting, therefore, that we should examine 
how far the director should enter into the discernm&sg 
of visions. 

If, following the guidance of St. John of the CfGSSj we 
succeed in demonstrating that, in order to carry out the 
duties of his delicate office, the confessor should take 
his stand upon the general principles of the spiritual life, 
rather than upon particular analyses of the visions, we 
shall have effectively lightened, by a considerable weight, 
the task and responsibility of the guide of souls. 



III.—‘NO ADMITIR.’ 


In the preceding chapter, we distinguished a twofold 
problem with respect to visions: that of their qualification 
and that of the attitude of the soul in regard to them, and 
we recognised that it is the latter that directly concerns 
spiritual theology. That is not to say that we hold a 
priori that it is independent of the former; we even 
acknowledge that the question of this dependence must 
be cleared up and decided if we would reach a doctrine 
for spiritual direction which is quite safe. But the problem 
to be faced in the first place is that of the attitude to 
be assumed. 


Now when, as we have announced we mean to do, 
we seek guidance for our study in St. John of the Cross, 
we shall not surprise anyone by saying that the problem 
which he has examined is the spiritual one. It is a fact 
that the object of all his writings is just to lead souls to 
the closest union with God possible in this world. 1 All 
the different aspects of spiritual life of which he treats 
are always considered from this special standpoint of 
their relation with the divine union, which is the end 


whither the soul is tending. This is true, also, of visions, 
to which he devoted several chapters in his works, especially 
in the Ascent of Mount Carmel. He even states expressly 
that he does not intend to treat of the subjec||f||fl 3 g 
only in order to instruct the soul and lead it, 
these, to divine union. 2 


E 


1 Ascent, Prologue. 
* Ascent, B.2, c.21. 
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Hence, seemingly, St. John, also, does not think it 
necessary to have an exhaustive knowledge of the nature 
of visions, and their origin, in order to take up the correct 
attitude towards them. 

* * # * 

It does not require a prolonged acquaintance with the 
works of St. John of the Cross to perceive that he is 
far from being a friend to visions. His general attitude 
to such is frankly negative. 

One day, the superior of a convent confided to me 
that she was afraid to see her nuns reading the works 
of St. John of the Cross. ‘He talks so much about visions 
and other extraordinary graces,’ she told me, ‘that I 
am frightened lest he should rather turn my daughters’ 
heads ! ’ The good Sister little thought that her words 
supplied me with the most palpable proof that she had 
never read the works of St. John of the Cross. It is a 
fact that he does talk much about visions and revelations, 
but not to recommend them, or make his readers desire 
them. Quite the contrary! Whilst he teaches us to 
distinguish all these things from the contemplation of 
living faith, which be is always recommending, as the 
most efficacious mesne of leading m to divine union, 
he is continually npcstiag, andfiggSery &ey, with respect 
to all these particular gpSSS N# ti&d&tb—do not receive 
them. We must act receive thera, we. must renounce 
them, we must reject them. 

So insistent is he, that this hoi has $iven rise in some 
cases to another nahiSkes idea, aaiseiy that the Saint 
condemns all visions absdhsteJy, sr.d dees not admit that 
there may be a tif of take account. 

St. John never falls into such an extremist position. 
Rather, as the first point of our study will make clear, 
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he has frankly recognised that visions can have a proper 
place in the spiritual life of the soul. We shall state 
subsequently the nature of his negative attitude, and 
explain the reasons that justify it, whilst determining 
precisely how it should be understood in different cases. 

Visions as means in the spiritual Life. 

An over-rigid attitude has also ’been attributed to 
St. John of the Cross on other matters of his doctrine. 
The name of ‘Doctor of the Absolute’, by which he 
is sometimes called, and which alludes to the 
quasi-metaphysical form presented by his teaching 
concerning the way that leads to divine union, has 
occasionally caused the delicate psychology wherewith 
knows how to apply his principles to the differing 
mcs presented by our human life, with all its variety 
of circumstances, to be neglected. It is but too true also, 
that the celebrated doctrine of the Nothing that leads 
to the AlP —the verses that sum it up have been called 
‘the Canticle of the Absolute’—has been interpreted at 
times in a sense that is obviously exaggerated, as though 
St. John wished not merely to reform and cure our damaged 
sense life, but had set himself to crush it out by a kind 
of systematic repression. It is true that he teaches that 
the disciplining of the senses and passions, which he 
proposes, must be undertaken resolutely, that is 
energetically and with the aim of subjugating them to 
the will, but in the same place he adds that all must 
be done with order and discretion. 4 He had always a 
profound sense of the harmony wherewith the work of 
sanctification adapts itself to humas ssfure. Gratia non 
destruit naturam, sed sanat et eleveh 


* Ascent, B.I., c.13. 

* Ibid. 
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Even when he wishes to explain how God sometimes 
makes use of visions in order to promote the holiness 
of a soul, he bases his teaching upon an axiom of St. 
Thomas which emphasises the harmonious adaptation 
of the action of Providence to our human nature: Deus 
omnia morel secundum moduin corum. 5 

Just because man possesses a nature composed of sense 
and spirit, in such wise that the life of his intellect is 
dependent upon that of his senses, so also in the 
‘spiritualising’ of his human nature, the divine action 
will normally pass by way of the senses before reaching 
the depths of the perfect spirituality. 

Is it not perhaps true that in the first spiritual exercises, 
whereby a soul sets out to seek God, the senses play a 
notable part ? The Saint instances explicitly: 'to hear 
Masses, sermons, to see sacred objects, to mortify the 
taste in food, to chastise the body by penances and holy 
austerity’. 0 But anon, he adds: ‘When these senses are 
to some extent prepared, He is wont to perfect them 
still further, by bestowing upon them certain supernatural 
favours and gifts . . . such as visions of heavenly things 
. . . sweet perfumes, locutions. . . .’ 7 Likewise, on the 
plane of the imagination, the soul proceeds to treat with 
God by the use of meditation, in which it makes use of 
imaginary representations of holy things. And again, 
St. John adds: ‘And when the interior senses are prepared 
by this natural experience, God is wont to enlighten 
and spiritualise them still more by some imaginary visions 
which arc called supernatural’. 8 

There can be no doubt but that he recognises that, 
at times, the origin of even exterior and imaginary visions 


* /Iscent, B.2, c.17. 

• Ascent, B.2. c.17. 

* Aicent, B.2. c.17. 

• Ibid. 
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that are presented to the ®0ii5 is to foe fo«nd in the divine 
action. 

Well and good I will, perhaps, be the reton of one 
prone to interpret the Saint’s teaching too absolutely. 
St. John grants that there are true visions, but he teaches 
us to repel them and keep our eyes closed; so it is all 
the same as if there were none such ! 

It cannot be maintained that even this is the real sense 
of his doctrine. He does, indeed, admit that there are 
cases* ffcfe, itr Ja true, but nevertheless existing, in which 
we 'take account of a communication thus received. 
He hag .«we» expressly stated in connection with those 
lottw typsa tyfoich are made to the exterior senses: ‘The 
sod aatefc £$S«s care never to receive these apprehensions, 
save occasionally and on the advice of a competent person; 
and even then, it must have no desire for them’. 9 The 
text is clear enough, and shows that the Saint occasionally 
limits his general principle of No admitir. 

Elsewhere, speaking of locutions, he says similarly: 
'And let it be clearly noted that a soul should never act 
according to its own opinion, or accept anything of what 
these locutions express, without much reflection and 
without taking advice of another ’. 10 

Once more, the Saint hands the soul over to another’s 
judgement. On this condition, however, he admits that 
there are cases where one may give credit to a locution 
that seems to be supernatural. Hence, his teaching seems 
to be much less absolute than might be thought at first 
sight. On this account, we wish to examine it carefully, 
in order to decide precisely what he means. 

To put it shortly: what does St. John claim to teach 
with his celebrated No admitir? 

He teaches us that when confronted with visions we 
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should take up a strictly negative attitude; that means 
we are not to cultivate any particular esteem for them, 
or consider them as favours that arc very important for 
our progress; we are not to desire to have them ourselves, 
nor to delight in them when they occur. On the contrary, 
we must desire never to encounter them throughout our 
spiritual pilgrimage, and even endeavour to avoid them 
as far as possible. If by chance we are favoured with 
them, we must try to pay no attention to them. 

The Saint is constrained to show himself so averse from 
these extraordinary favours for two reasons: the danger 
lest we become attached to visions, to the great detriment 
of our progress in the way of faith, Wsdch alone can unite 
our mind directly to God; and the d&Gtger of our being 
deluded owing to the multiple occasions of error furnished 
by visions. 

We shall first explain these two motives upon which 
St. jo&K Insists, in order subsequently to come down to 
the practical matter of how we should behave in 
consequence. We shall see how his motto No admitir 
admits of many delicate lights and shades when it is 
applied to concrete cases. 

Motives for rejecting Visions. 

St. John of the Cross is the Doctor of the union of 
love between the soul and God. In all his works, his only 
object is to teach the soul the way thither, and make it 
realise the greatness of the end to which it is tending. 
Wholly preoccupied with this ‘one thing necessary,’ it 
is from this lofty standpoint that he considers the entire 
organisation of the spiritual life. To point out to the 
soul the means that lead thither most directly, to teach it 
not to waste its time and strength in trifles that will 
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retard the attainment of this union with God, such is the 
aim of the Mystical Doctor. 

In the light of this end to be reached, he has laid down 
the principles which dominate his entire work: ‘The soul 
is not united to God in this life through understanding, 
nor through enjoyment, nor through the imagination, 
nor through any sense whatsoever; but only through faith 
according to the understanding, and through hope 
according to the memory, and through love according 
to the will’. 11 Or, to put it more briefly, the three 
theological virtues (ing&Ms^le, moreover, from grace, 
from the other virtues ®3s4 from the Gifts of the Holy 
Ghost) are the immediate means of our union with God. 
In fact, the theological virtues constitute the bond between 
the soul and its supernatural end; they have for their 
object God Himself, considered in His Deity. 
Consequently, their development unites us ever more 
closely to Him. Acts of our life of religion, on the other 
hand, which have a lower object cannot unite our spirit 
immediately with God. Visions and revelations have as 
their object things pertaining to our life of religion, 
granted, but things which, for the most part, belong to 
the created order. They confront us with attractive 
apparitions, words that move us, etc., but all that is not 
God ! Visions are merely an intermediate means of union; 
so far as the intellect is concerned, union is reserved to 
faith ! 

In our book Acquired Contemplation, 12 we have shown 
how St. John does not wish the soul to be attached to 
distinct concepts of meditation, but to know how to 
surrender itself when God calls it to the contemplation 
of obscure and loving faith. It must not be troubled 
11 Accent, D.2, c.6. 

•* See St. John of the Crost, Doctor of Divine Love and Acquired 

Contemplation, translated by a Benedictine of Stanbrook Abbey. 

(Mercier Press, Cork. 1946.) 
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when God leads it into the purifying aridity that renders 
meditation impossible. Another manner of knowing God, 
much richer than that in which it made use of distinct 
concepts, humanly elaborated, is substituted for 
meditation. The soul learns to practise the nobler, more 
‘unitive’, act of faith: that in which it turns its gaze 
immediately to the incomprehensible Godhead itself, 
which constitutes its proper and formal object. To hinder 
the development of this gaze of faith in the soul by wishing 
to return forcibly to the attractive ideas of the meditation 
would be absurd. It is not distinct concepts that unite us 
immediately to God, but the gaze of obscure faith which, 
even though guided by the concepts, soars above them 
to contemplate the divine incomprehensibility. 

St. John applies this doctrine to visions and revelations. 
Even if they do come from God, visions ordinarily have 
as their object a created being or some particular truth; 
hence they are distinct, limited objects of knowledge; 
they do not attain the height of the formal object of 
faith; they do not put us into contact with the Godhead 
itself. To be fond of them, to cling to them is out of 
order. Yet the soul does cling to them, all too easily. 
If it does not abandon the concepts of meditation without 
difficulty in order to enter into the contemplation of 
obscure faith, much more easily <}oes it become attached 
to those thoughts that, as it thinks, come from above. 
Believing that in visions it has found direct communication 
with God, it feels inclined to base its whole spiritual life 
upon them. To do so would be a very serious mistake. 
Not visions, but the theological virtues lead us 
immediately to union. We may even say that souls which 
cling to visions thereby hinder their faith from developing 
and delay their progress on the way to union. The soul 
that concentrates its attention upon attractive apparitions 
which may manifest themselves, or which ‘immerses’ 
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itself in ihe teaching which it thinks it is receiving front 
the mouth of God, does not keep its mind tree to seek 
God in naked faith. Its "affection for the phenomena 
arouses in it many desires and preoccupations incompatible 
with the tranquil and serene attitude which prepares 
our minds for union with God. ‘For the understanding 
to be prepared for this divine union, it must be pure 
and void of all that pertains to sense, and detached and 
free from all that can be clearly perceived by the 
understanding, profoundly hushed and put to silence, and 
leaning upon faith. 13 

Hence the first motive for forbidding all affection 
for visions, all willingness to give them any place of 
importance in our life, arises out of the very conditions 
of our preparation^ for. union with God. To be attached 
to visions, and t® bir properly prepared for divine union 
arc two incompal^ife itates. He who nourishes his spirit 
upon visions does not nourish it upon faith; and faith 
alone is the proximate means of union. Visions are but 
secondary means, of no permanent utility. For this reason, 
we must permanently relegate them to an inferior place. 

Dangers of error. 

But that is not enough ! 

Not only are visions dangerous because they cause us 
to deviate from the path of faith, and waste our time over 
secondary matters, but they may also lead us into error 
in many ways. 

In the previous chapter, we have considered the 
difficulty presented by the origin of visions. We shall 
now see how the Saint advises the greatest reserve in 
giving credit to visions just on account of this very difficulty. 
We shall indeed find some good soul who, even whilst 
granting that in the spiritual life visions are only of 
'• Atcmt, B.2, c.9. 
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secondary importance, will think it strange that anyone 
can possibly ad?%», that they be rejected. Even though 
they be but remove means of union, they are always 
thoughts sent from Heaven ! How could we fail to receive 
them with joy and gratitude ? If we do otherwise, are 
we not resisting God Himself ? 

To this St. John replies: ‘How do you know that they 
come from God?’ They may, in fact, come from other 
sources, as St. Teresa also has testified from her own 
experience. There is the devil; there is our personal, 
subjective condition, the creative power of which it is 
not so easy to fathom. It is true that there are certain 
criteria which allow us to investigate the origin of these 
apparently supernatural communications, but they are 
difficult to apply and the conclusions to which they lead 
are often very limited, amounting to no more than 
probabilities. This is especially true in the cases of exterior 
and imaginary visions, which are exposed to many risks 
of being counterfeited. We know that the influence of 
the devil may act directly upon our sensitive powers, 
but often there is not even any need to have recourse 
to him in order to explain certain apparitions. It is not 
impossible that such are due to sensory hallucinations. 
The fact that the object may take on the face of a saint 
makes no change whatever in the substance of the 
phenomenon. Hallucinations of sacred objects may very 
well exist. Even the pathological condition known as 
psychic hallucination, in which certain objects or words 
are imposed upon the imagination of the subject without 
the latter’s being able to rid himself of them, is a 
phenomenon that has several points of contact with the 
imaginary vision. 14 We may sometimes mistake the one 
for the other. 

14 J. Lhermitte, Origine et mccanisme dcs hallucination j. Etudes 
Carm^litaines, avril, 1933, p.lll; P.Quercy, L’Hallucination, 
Paris, 1930, tom.l, p.287-8. 
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In confirmation of this, I recall the case, published 
some years ago in a well known ascetic review 15 of a 
good and pious woman, whose life showed no evidence of 
psychological disturbances, and who, on several occasions, 
heard a voice suggesting certain spiritual counsels which, 
even though quite unexpected, fitted perfectly and 
thoroughly into her life. The party who related the 
incident appeared to favour a divine origin of these 
locutions. On the other hand, a professor of the Sorbonne, 
a specialist in psychic maladies, and an excellent Catholic 
to boot, held the contrary opinion, and even whilst praising 
the precision of the observations made by the other, 
found grounds in those very observations for believing 
that the occurrence was pathological. 16 If even specialists 
find it so difficult to decide with certainty, how much 
harder will it be for one who is no expert to do so ! 

Purely intellectual communications are less exposed to 
deception, because it is not easy to counterfeit them, 
at least when the phenomenon remains completely 
passive, but it is very difficult to be fully certain that 
our natural spontaneity does not enter in by giving the 
communication a personal interpretation. And, as we 
have already said, many persons are incapable of judging 
concerning the intellectual quality of a phenomenon. 

Consequently, visions and revelations constitute a 
very insecure department, where we must proceed only 
whilst taking the strictest precautions. Anyone who is 
determined to succeed in forming a decisive judgement 
must devote very considerable time to the matter. But 
then, we may ask ourselves: Is it worth it ? Our time 
is limited and we have more profitable things to do. 

'* Vie Spirituelle. Supplement de novembrc et de diceni&Ee, 1932 et de 
fevrier, 1933; G. Rabeau, Paroles sumaturelles et haljwkiationa 
auditives.—Comment discemer les paroles divines ,—he contenu 
dcs phenomines mystiques. 

“ J. LKermitte, art. c., p.128-9. 
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Moreover, even supposing that the revelation is really 
of divine origin, it is not too easy to be sure that the 
subject has onsferstood it corm’tly. St. John has pointed 
out at lengtfe how inclined We ■ sfc to take divine words 
in a too material sense. ‘Let us take an example,’ he says. 
‘A soul has great desires to be a martyr. It may happen 
that God answers him saying: “Thou shalt be a martyr.” 
This will give him inwardly great comfort and confidence 
that he is to be martyred. Yet, notwithstanding, it may 
come to pass that he does not die the death of a martyr, 
and nevertheless, the promise may be true. . . . Because 
it will be fulfilled according to the essential sense of 
that saying, namely, in that God will have given that 
soul the love and the reward which belong essentially to a 
martyr, and thereby making him a martyr of love’. 17 
Hence, we cannot always pin our faith to the ‘letter’ 
of a divine communication. And who does not know 
that sometimes sentences are uttered in an absolute form 
the truth of which depends upon some condition ? The 
prophet Jonas knew that very well, he who, just precisely 
for that reason, refused to announce to the people of 
Nineveh that their city would be destroyed, when in the 
mind of God such a prophecy was perhaps only a threat; 
and he foresaw the possibility that the people would 
have remembered the foretelling, and would afterwards 
mock him when they did not see his words fulfilled. 
So also the soul that hears a divine locution cannot be 
sure that it understands it aright. 18 

We must conclude that St. John is evidently perfectly 
aware of the difficulties raised by the problem of the 
‘truth’ of visions. He even sees in these same difficulties 
and uncertainties a fundamental reason for not founding 
our spiritual life upon them. It would be absurd to build 

" Aims, B.2, c,19, 

1 • As&se* 9-2, 
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upon an unreliable foundation when a perfectly solid 
one exists. In the theological virtues we possess this 
solid foundation, whereas visions are full of danger. 
Therefore, the Saint instructs us to maintain a negative 
attitude towards the latter, but we must now consider 
carefully in what this consists in practice. 

The Attitude is not ENTiMLy necative. 

I may say at once that there is no question of an entirely 
negative attitude. We shall see indeed that such enters, 
as an element, into a doctrine which is extremely positive. 
As we have already been reminded, St. John of the Cross 
inserts his teaching with regard to the use of visions in 
his more general exposition of the rules of conduct, whereby 
the soul is led to divine union by the shortest way. 
Knowing that the theological virtues are the proximate 
means of this union, he teaches the soul to nourish itself 
upon these throughout all the circumstances of its life. 

To proceed more clearly, we shall distinguish, with 
the Saint, between what the soul should do at the actual 
moment when it receives the vision from what it should 
do afterwards. Hence, we shall explain the more general 
question of the desire of visions and finish by examining 
some particular cases that seem to constitute an exception 
to the principles taught us by him. Our explanation 
will be both clarified and facilitated by the previous 
study of what we may call the ‘spiritual structure’ of a 
supernatural vision. 

The ‘Structure’ of Visions. 

As we have seen, St. John of the Cross admits that at 
times God makes use of visions and interior words in 
order to help a soul to make progress in the spiritual 
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life. But, seeing that all spiritual progress is fundamentally 
the work of divine grace, he teaches that every manifestation 
of a cognoscitive order made to a soul (it matters little 
whether it be a vision or a locution) is always accompanied 
by an interior grace that urges on the soul to draw nearer 
to God. For the Saint, the cognoscitive element offered 
to the understanding, and the interior grace that impels 
the soul towards union with God, are so intimately 
conjoined as to be comparable to the pulp and the rind 
of a fruit. The rind is the exterior, that is the cognoscitive 
element of the vision, whilst the pulp of the fruit is the 
grace that interiorly inclines the soul towards God. 
Consequently, at the same moment that the soul ‘sees’ 
the vision it receives a grace which theology calls gratia 
operante —a grace that operates then and there. It is a 
precious grace, much more precious than the cognoscitive 
phenomenon that accompanies it, and the soul should 
try to profit by it in the beat way. 

When, in her youth, $t. Teresa saw the apparition of 
Christ which reproached her for her dissipation, at the 
same moment she received a grace of compunction. 
If, instead of reflecting upon the nature of her vision, 
she had profited by it to ask forgiveness for the sin she 
was committing, she might perhaps have been converted. 
Instead, she began to ponder over the possibility of 
such a vision and lost all the spiritual fruit of it. John 
of the Cross teaches the soul to benefit from the ‘pulp’ 
of the fruit without wasting its energy uselessly in thinking 
about the ‘rind’. 19 

Since the grace that comes to the soul is a grace operante , 
it docs not depend upon the soul’s co-operation. The 
soul is, as it were, aroused by the apparition, but in order 
to receive the grace by which the said apparition is 
accompanied, it does not matter at all whether it considers 
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the vision or attends to it, or whether it dismisses it 
from its mind. To be preoccupied with it is to risk losing 
the grace. In order that the grace may fructify in the soul, 
the latter must make use of it as soon as it receives it. 
For instance, if a soul sees Christ the grace urges it to 
love Him; if it desires to profit thereby, forthwith it 
sets itself to love. For this it will make an act of faith 
in His Godhead, and follow it up by an intense act of 
charity. So the soul immediately practises the theological 
virtues. If, instead of this, it loses its time speculating 
about the vision in order to take pleasure in it, or to 
feed its own curiosity, far from b&zsg recollected, it 
is distracted, and therefore will not profit by the grace 
offered to it. It has preferred the ‘rind’ to the fruit. 

In prescribing this attitude to the soul, St. John is 
merely applying his general principle: in order to attain 
to union with God, nothing is to be preferred to the 
practice of the theological virtues! Consequently, if 
confronted with a vision, the soul cannot do better than 
recollect itself in order to profit by the interior grace 
that is offered to it. So doing, it neglects the rind in order 
to feed upon the substance of the fruit. If need arise, 
it will consider the former later on. 

Refer everything to the Confessor. 

It will consider the former later on ? And why ? 

First and foremost, in order to refer the matter to the 
confessor or spiritual director. 

For the Mystical Doctor, this point of teaching is 
fundamental: the soul cannot direct itself in the ways 
of the spiritual life. Not only because ‘no man can be 
a judge in his own case,’ but especially because we must 
work out our sanctification in the body of the Church 
and under Her control. 
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This spiritual society, called ‘the Church’, was founded 
by our Lord to procure our sanctification. Therefore, 
to Her has been entrusted the governance of souls; which 
latter she carries out by the ecclesiastical laws in foro 
externo, and by spiritual direction in foro interno. In a 
matter so delicate and abstruse as that of apparitions, 
more than ever will this sound doctrine find its application. 

St. John’s teaching is clear: ‘Anything, of whatsoever 
kind, received by the soul through supernatural means, 
must at once be communicated to the spiritual director, 
clearly and plainly, entirely and simply’. 20 But this is 
supposing that the confessor, or person consulted, possesses 
the necessary knowledge. Should it happen that the 
subject cannot find such an one in his environment, 
he will do better to say nothing and wait for a more 
favourable opportunity. Yet, be it noted, in this case 
he is obliged not to attach any importance to the vision. 
The principle is categorical: ‘If such an expert person 
cannot be found, it is better to attach no importance 
to such words and to repeat them to nobody’. 21 

Acting thus, the subject is freed from much 
preoccupation. He is not responsible for deciding whether 
his vision be true or not; it is enough that he refer all 
to his director; the latter will judge of the matter and, 
should there be anything to be done, will tell him. In 
the meantime, the subject knows what to do when anything 
of the kind occurs: throw away the ‘rind’ and feed on 
the fruit; recollect himself in an act of loving faith, seek 
God in his inmost heart, and so profit by the invitation 
received by means of the vision. 

‘But’, someone will say, ‘if I must refer it all to my 
director, I must pay close attention to it. Otherwise, 
I shall forget everything.’ 

^~Ajcen7TBJT^22~ 

51 Atcent, B.2. c.30. 
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'Let it alone ! If you forget it, that is a sign that it is 
not worth your while to attend to it.’ 

Visions that are really supernatural remain imprinted 
upon the memory, and even in the depths of the soul. 22 
To force oneself to attend to them and remember them, 
is to run great risk of mingling one’s own activity therewith 
and opening the door to illusion. 

'And if the divine words enjoin something upon me 
ought I not to obey at once ? It is God who is speaking ! ’ 

On no account whatever ! The soul cannot move a 
step in this matter without a director’s advice. 23 This 
rule admits of no exception. Even though he were perfectly 
certain of the divine origin of the locution, the subject 
must abide by the decision of his spiritual father. When 
spe^jft^ off; ?£t*«e very rare cases in which, seemingly, 
the ; lttfeS5Si fljE'Jhe spirit of prophecy is in action, and 
ms4l*.tibe-:W^»iled truth to be clearly known, St. John 
dei^sw; 'though the soul holds something which 
it 'til be quite certain and true, and although 

it may be unable to- give that passive interior consent, 
it must not therefore cease to believe and to give the 
consent of reason to that which its spiritual director tells 
it and commands it, even though this may be quite contrary 
to its own feelings’. 24 It is still the application of the 
principle which proclaims the primacy of the Church’s 
authority over all private inspirations. And it is necessary 
to insist upon this: we sanctify ourselves in the Church 
and under the guidance of Her authority. 

It was thus that St. Teresa always understood the 
matter, and when constrained by Fr. Gratian, her Superior, 
to go on another foundation and not that which our 
Lord had shown her, she obeyed with the utmost despatch 

" Life, c.25; Castle, M.6, c.3; Ascent, B.3, c.13. 

" Castle, M.6, c.3. 

" Ascent, B.2, c.26. 
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and simplicity. When subsequently asked by Gratian 
himself why she had not objected, seeing that she knew 
very well, on the testimony of learned priests, that she 
was guided by the Holy Spirit, she replied: ‘Because 
faith tells me that the orders of Your Reverence are the 
expression of the will of God, whereas I am never sure 
of my revelations.’ There spoke the true daughter of 
the Church ! Such is the answer of a soul exquisitely 
Catholic ! 

Again, it may happen that the matter of a revelation 
is delicate. There may be times when its object is to 
reveal the sins of another. Woe to the imprudent visionary 
if he assume that he has a mission to correct the party 
concerned ! It will not always be a case of carrying out 
the brotherly admonition taught by our Lord in the 
Gospel ! Calumnies, quarrels, unkindness are the sad 
results of his tempestuous intervention. Hence it is 
not superfluous to consult someone whose judgement 
is mature. 

On the other hand, a little more freedom of, «£k}*>n 
may be allowed when the locution is nothing mo?® than 
an admonition for the one who is receiving it. It would 
be ridiculous if someone who heard a voice saying: 'Be 
humble ! ’ were to put off making an act of humility 
until he could consult his confessor ! Practise the virtuous 
act, not because you hear the voice, but because you 
see that it is the right thing to do. The locution is here 
quite accidental; it should not be the motive for the 
decision, but it may accompany the latter without danger. 25 

The Memory of the Visions. 

The rule of complete detachment with respect to visions, 
which St. John imposes, does not apply only to the 


Cattle, M.6, c.3. 
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moment in which they are received; he lays down also 
that they are not to be stored up in the memory but 
forgotten as soon as possible. Anyone who reads the 
works of St. Teresa, and notices the esteem which that 
Saint openly shows for the favours granted to her, will 
be left somewhat astonished at this attitude. On this 
point, is there perhaps some disagreement between 
the two saints of the Carmel ? 

I do not think so. St. John’s fundamental reason for 
forbidding the recipient to forget these favours is the 
general one already explained: visions are not immediate 
means of union with God; the practice of the theological 
virtues is much more efficacious. It is far more profitable 
to nourish oneself upon faith and charity than to cherish 
the memory of visions and revelations. Withal, he asserts 
that there are cases where such favours are endowed 
with a peculiar property. Deeply impressed as they are 
upon the memory or even in the depths of the soul, 
the memory of them arouses a loving recollection. The 
valuable spiritual fruit produced by such graces may be 
a reason for recalling them from time to time. 26 

When St. Teresa shows esteem for her visions, she is 
wont to give as her reason the evident spiritual improvement 
which they cause in the soul. She feels more deeply 
recollected in her mental prayer when she remembers 
the gentle countenance of that Only Good of whom she 
had caught a passing glimpse one day. 'The soul derives 
great profit from this favour ... for thinking upon Him, 
or upon His life and Passion, recalls His most meek 
and lovely face, which is the greatest consolation. ... I 
assure you that such a delectable remembrance gives 
the greatest help and comfort. 27 Hence her attitude 
does not seem irreconcilable with that of the Mystical 

» Atreni. B.e, c.13 & 14. 

" Castle, M.6, c.9. 
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Doctor. The memory of the vision carries her on to God. 

Yet St. John insists: it is not the memory, as such, 
which must be esteemed, but the good effect derived 
from it by the soul for its life of recollection. Consequently, 
no sooner has the soul been thus aided in its prayer by 
opportunely recalling some supernatural manifestation, 
than it should be careful to withdraw its attention forthwith, 
in order to occupy itself wholly in the act of recollection 
whereby it enters into contact with God. 28 And so, 
once more, we are back at our theological virtues. 

It is clear from this that even in the mortification of 
the memory the Saint’s teaching does not run into extremes. 
He knows how to distinguish between different cases. 
But it is not rare to come across souls that distract their 
attention by scrutinising the vision and complacently 
cherish the memory of certain such favours, seeing in 
them a sign of their sanctity. Folly and waste of time I 
How much better would it be to spend the time in 
practising the virtues ! 

Visions as* not to be desired. 

On one point, bfljsfcver, the doctrine of the Mystical 
Doctor is indeed absolute: visions are not to be desired. 
This is a prohibition that allows of no exception. In 
this attitude St. Teresa had already preceded him. She 
mentions it when speaking of imaginary visions, but the 
motives upon which she bases her teaching apply to all 
kinds without distinction. Speaking of the exciting of 
our fancy that results from such a desire, she writes 
in the Castle: ‘With such a desire, a person is quite certain 
to be deceived or to be in great peril of being so. . . . 
When a person has a great desire for something, he 
persuades himself that he is seeing or hearing what he 


" Atcent, B.3, c.13. 
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desires, just as those who go about desiring something 
all day dream of it at night’. 29 

Another motive, and also one that holds good under 
all circumstances, is that to cherish such a desire is to 
depart from that abandon to the divine will wherein 
consists our perfection. God knows better than we what 
way suits us best; to want to choose for ourselves would 
be absurd, especially when it is a question of choosing 
an extraordinary way. 30 

St. John has gone more deeply into the matter. In 
particular, he has examined the case of persons who 
dare to ask God to give them an answer by supernatural 
means. Having had some revelation which they believe 
has come from on high, they consider themselves justified 
in so acting, and think that God should remove their 
theoretical and practical doubts. It even happens that 
the directors or admirers of such people wish by their 
means to obtain direction from God as to their own 
lives. The visionary is considered as a sort of oracle 
to be consulted and which can transmit the answer from 
Heaven. 

Happenings such as these do not belong to the past 
of the Middle Ages ! I happened to come across the 
case of an intelligent person—albeit in this master she 
scarcely showed herself to be such—who wished to 
question the Lord by means of a visionary in order t© 
learn the future and know how to behave in a very difficult 
circumstance of her life. Only on my formal prohibition 
did she desist. Otherwise, who knows into what 
compromising position she might have brought herself ? 

I have known a religious Superior who thus enquired of 
God concerning the government of his community . . . 
and discovered later that the whole affair was fraudulent! 

** Castle, M. 6 , c.9. 

” Castle, M. 6 , c.9. 
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The proceeding is highly dangerous, declares St. John; 
and not only that, but it is unlawful. It is highly dangerous 
because it opens the door to the intervention of the evil one. 

When anyone thus enquires of God, ‘sometimes the 
answer comes from the devil’. 31 W'c know that he can 
exercise a certain influence upon our sensitive powers, 
and cause in them phenomena similar to those of 
supernatural visions. He cannot do so unless God so 
permits, but ‘in proportion as God is guiding the soul 
and communing with it. He gives the devil leave to act 
with it after this manner; 32 insinuating himself, like 
the wolf in sheep’s clothing among the flock, with a 
success so nearly complete that he can hardly be recognised. 
For since he says many things that are true and in 
conformity with reason, and things that come to pass as 
he describes them, it is very easy for the soul to be deceived 
and to think that since these things happen as he says, 
and the future is correctly foretold, this can be the work 
of none save God. . . . And since the devil has a very 
clear light of this kind, he can very easily deduce effect 
from cause,’ and so predict the future. 33 According 
to the Saint, this power of the evil spirit reaches very 
far. He can foretell pestilences, earthquakes, divine 
punishments, death, all with at least a high degree of 
probability. From the fact that sometimes the predictions 
are exactly fulfilled, however, we must not hold that 
their divine origin is thereby proved. Often such are 
nothing but diabolical divination. 

The reasons wherewith St. Jobs shows that such 
enquiries are also unlawful very, ;iSimilar to those 

which forbid us to consult ‘It is lawful 

to no creature to pass beyond rtib that God has 

*' Ascent, B.2, c.2J. ii 

»* Dark Night, B.2, c.23. 

** Ascent, B.2, c.21. 
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ordained for His governance, according to the Jaws of 
nature. In His governance of man, He has laid down 
rational and natural limits; wherefore, to desire to pass 
beyond them is not lawful, and to desire to seek out 
and attain to anything by supernatural means is to go 
bavp&d thefts natural limits’. 34 He concludes: ‘I cannot 
te£- Mm? she Soul that desires these things can fail to 
CtmUfrif. M least venial sin, however good may be its 
a tm sat? however far advanced it may be on the road 
t» pHffrCtSont and he that bids the soul desire them, 
and consents to it, sins likewise’. 35 The Saint brings 
strong reasons to support his solid instruction. ‘There 
is no necessity for any of these things, since there is 
natural reason and an evangelical doctrine and law which 
are quite sufficient for the soul’s guidance, and there is no 
difficulty or necessity that cannot be solved and remedied 
by these means’. 36 Nay more, not to be contented with 
these, and to wish to enquire of God further, after the 
revelation made to us by Jesus Christ, seems to the Saint 
an insult to God. ‘In giving us His divine Son, as He 
has done, who is His Word, and He has no other, God has 
spoken to us all together, once and for all in this single 
Word; and He has no occasion to speak further. . . . 
Wherefore, he that would now enquire of God, or seek 
any vision or revelation, would not only be acting foolishly, 
but would be committing an offence against God by 
not setting his eyes altogether upon Christ, and seeking 
no new thing or aught beside’. 37 

How true this is! We have but one Master, even in 
the highest ways of the spiritual life. Magister vester 


*• Ascent, B.2, c.21. 
»» Ascent, B.2, c.21. 
*• Ibid. 

" Ascent, B.2, c.22. 




VISIONS ANV> RVYVl XT TONS 


ss 


C\ri$tus?* Christ Jesus, who taught us during 
His litc, and now perpetuates His teaching in Holy Church. 
To seek another is to withdraw from the divine plan 
of our spiritual restoration: Instaurare omnia in Christo. 

Manifestations of the divine Attributes. 

And vet, is not that true which our Lord taught us: 
He that loveth we shall be loved of my Father, and I scill 
love Him, and will manifest myself to him. Manifestabo 

ei Meipsum ? 39 

Yes, there are manifestations of God which are the 
crown of a life of love. St. John knew them, but he 
distinguishes these completely from private visions and 
revelations. The latter have a distinct object; they are 
forms and figures; they are truths which present the 
form of distinct concepts; they are things which, although 
supernatural, bear the human imprint, the imprint of this 
limited and created world. But the mystical life knows 
of other manifestations, which have not this limited 
and restricted form. St. John mentions certain ‘divine 
touches’ which give to the soul an inexpressible sense 
of the divine perfections. They arc graces wherein the 
soul, whilst rejoicing in the intimate presence of God 
n the depths of its substance, enjoys also in its intelligence 
a substantial perception of some divine attribute’. 40 
Vhen He communicates Himself to the soul, God can 
nake it experience His power, dominating it irresistibly, 
into the last ‘roots’ of its being and its working; or He 
an even insinuate Himself so gently into its centre as 
o fill it superabundantly with His infinite sweetness. 
St. Teresa also speaks of certain graces in which God 


»• Man. c.23, v.10. 
•• John, c.l4, v.21. 
Ascent, B.2, c.26. 
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the soul. us it were, 'recognise* llim. - ** These 
-eery high graces which suppose, however, that the 
soul has att.-n?Kni to mystical union, of which they are the 
connatural i^^mmt. 'They are part of the union’. 42 
writes the hly^tical Doctor, in this connection. Here 
there is no longer anything that can hinder or retard 
that union; we are dealing with one of its consequences; 
with its crowning grace ! The Saint counsels a very dilTcrent 
attitude in regard to these graces; since there is no longer 
any question of distinct and particular communications 
of created things, he no longer reiterates: No admitir ! 
The soul should receive these ‘Unitive’ graces with 
unspeakable gratitude, as it would receive from God’s 
hand a vast treasure. Prudence may advise us not to 
cherish an explicit desire for such favours, in order not 
to expose ourselves to some illusion by confusing them 
with phenomena that are greatly inferior to them; but we 
are by no means to exclude them from the horizons of 
our contemplative ideal. It may even be said that in 
them consists the highest contemplation. We go out from 
the order of particular visions to enter into that of Union. 
'The soul must be humble and resigned concerning them, 
and let God perform His work how and when He wills'. 43 
‘God gives Himself wholly to the soul that gives itself 
wholly to Him’.* 4 

These graces cftli fer fess exceptional attitude because 
they are met with the of the road, because they 
are ‘part of the tJatarf, even when still on the way, 
we meet with favours which CSlI for a similar 

attitude. They $&£ the so-called Vebstantial words 

41 Castle, M.6, c.4. 

41 Ascent, B.2, c.26. 

4J Ibid. 


44 Life, c.27; Conceptions of the Love of Cod, c.5, n.5; c.6, n.9. 
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which immediately fulfil in the soul what they signify. 45 
The soul hears the words: ‘Love Me,’ and at the same 
instant it feels itself very strongly moved to love God. 
In this case, as St. John observes, the soul has nothing 
to do; it is God who is working in it and, at the same 
time, showing it what He is doing. The words are a true, 
passive communication of supernatural life, and their 
value lies not in the words themselves, which, even in 
this case, are but ‘the rind’, but in the passive efficacious 
grace that accompanies them. ‘Happy the soul to whom 
God speaks in such a manner'. 46 The words heard by 
St. Teresa were often of this kind. 

Notwithstanding, we must not think that St. John 
attaches a certain importance to the words heard by 
the soul, or that he allows it to desire to hear such a 
locution. No, he remains faithful to his fundamental 
principles, and these never permit us to desire distinct 
divine communications, but concentrate our desires 
upon union with God and the immediate means thereto. 
The passive communication of supernatural life, that 
accompanies the ‘substantial’ word, undoubtedly includes 
an actuation of the theological virtues, and consequently 
directly promotes union with God; here we have the 
reason why it is to be highly esteemed. The ‘substantial’ 
words are an outer skin that contains such a grace; if 
they are precious, it is because of the presence of this 
grace. But in so far as the actual ‘rind’ is concerned, 
here also, if we are to be faithful to the Saint, we must 
repeat: No admitir ? 

Conclusion. 

St, John of the Cross has treated the question of the 
soul’s attitude in * manner marked by both solidity and 

“ Aseeal, 8.2, £.51. 
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delicate discrimination. The solidity of his teaching is 
derived from its firm foundations. 

Theology clearly demonstrates that it would be 
unreasonable to become attached to visions, and to build 
our spiritual life upon them. They are not proximate 
means of union with God, that function being reserved 
to the theological virtues. Moreover, they expose the 
soul to many dangers of illusion which cannot easily 
be avoided. 

Far from constituting a problem which the subject or 
his director must solve before anything can be done, 
the difficulty of judging as to the origin of the visions is 
the underlying reason for the attitude of reserve prescribed 
by the Saint. On no account must we support 6ur spiritual 
life upon such unsafe foundations, when vre Have at our 
disposal otiWK- means that will lead us sai&jlf'M the goal 
we desire ie wsch: these others are the the$i$g&fl virtues. 

ConseqhwrttH*, all exaggerated esteem for visions must 
be banished. It is even preferable that we should prefer 
not to meet with such phenomena in our spiritual life, 
and should be loth to believe in their authenticity. No 
attitude is safer than this. 

But even whilst it remains solidly founded upon general 
principles, St. John’s doctrine remains full of 
discrimination. His No admitir ! is not an absolute and 
untouchable law, which means to treat of visions as 
though such things could never be. 

He allows that there may be true visions, even on the 
exterior or imaginary planes; he does not exclude the 
possibility that we may sometimes take account of such, 
but, in this case, we are always to follow the advice of 
another. 

So there is no absolutism; there is not even crude 
negation. He teaches us how we aJ&ttld profit by the 
visions, though not in the manner which many people 
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imagine. There is no question of analysing the cognoscitive 
phenomena presented to the soul, and which often arouse 
its curiosity. Rather must we forget this outer covering 
in order to savour the fruit of grace that is hidden therein, 
and go forward in the holy recollection of loving faith 
which leads to union with God. Consequently, we are 
not to reject everything in the visions ! Indeed, the Saint 
mentions two cases in which the so-called ‘revelation’ 
resolves itself, or almost does so, into a grace of light and 
love. Indistinct revelations of the divine attributes, 
which the soul may receive in the highest unitive 
contemplation, are not devoid of anything that the soul 
may and ought to accept. They arc graces of union, 
wherein the soul rejoices at the end of its spiritual journey. 
But these graces are no longer revelations in the 
commonly accepted sense of the word. Ordinarily speaking, 
by revelations and visions we understand divine 
communications that have a determined character, that 
are distinct, conceptual, in short, human; these others, 
on the contrary, are not determined, not conceptual, 
but superhuman. Besides these, there AT© 'substantial 
words’ that immediately bring about in the soul what 
they announce, and which constitute another exception. 
Yet, this is not because they are words, but because they 
are substantial that is, because they passively convey an 
efficacious grace. Here also, it is not the outer covering, 
but the fruit that is of value. 

Withal, it is not to be denied that the ‘rind’ also may 
be worth something; therefore the Saint would have 
the subject relate everything to his confessor. The latter 
will decide the matter. St. John has freed the soul from 
the harassing problem of discerning as to its revelations. 
He has not seen fit to supply it with the criteria wherebv 
it can judge whether a vision comes from God; he has 
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not thought it worth while. 47 Whatever be the source 
of a phenomenon, the soul receiving it can never do better 
than recollect itself. If it happen that some command 
is enjoined by this means, the subject will refer it to his 
director and the latter will consider it. 

Notwithstanding this, by thus referring the penitent to 
his confessor, the Saint has not suppressed but only 
transferred one of the most difficult problems raised by 
the visions. Ought we now to hearken to what is told 
us by these means ? Does it not seem that such a problem 
forces us back to that other problem, so difficult of solution, 
of the origin of visions ? For it is true that only in the 
case of their coming from God cao there be any question of 
carrying out what is commanded under such circumstances. 

The Saint's teaching has demonstrated that the attitude 
enjoined the soul from the outset is not based 

directly she examination of the visions, but upon 

the fundamental principles of the spiritual life and upon 
the general conditions of these phenomena; but the 
solution of a special problem which we cannot ignore 
now seems to raise once more, and in all its urgency, 
the very question we had hoped to avoid. 

On this account, we should have no hesitation in declaring 
that St. John’s teaching was incomplete if, after having 
referred the difficulty to the confessor, he had not instructed 
the latter how to act in order to satisfy the legitimate 
enquiries of the penitent. But he had not shrunk from 
this difficult task. In the following chapter, we shall see 
how, on this subject also, his doctrine is really complete 
and fulfills all the requirements of spiritual direction. 

So far, he has shown himself the safest of guides in the 
way of union with God. With enlightened prudence, 
he secures the soul from all danger of straying, all occasions 
of illusion. Not only so, but amidst the dangers he urges 

,T Ascent, B.2, c.18. 
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it on in the way that leads most directly to union by 
the practice of the theological virtues. We need not feel 
at all humiliated in going to the school of such a teacher. 
He repays our docility richly and gives us security in the 
most important undertaking of our whole life: the achievement 
of union between our soul and God. 



IV.—THE ATTITUDE OF THE DIRECTOR. 


St. John of the Cross has greatly simplified the problem 
of visions for the soul that receives them. The latter is to 
find in them solely an occasion for recollecting itself 
more deeply in God; for the rest, it will simply refer 
the whole matter to its director and abide by his opinion. 
Even when there is question of carrying out some command 
believed to be divine, without his approval the subject 
must not move a step. 

However, this very freeing of the subject from 
responsibility involves a greater responsibility for the 
director, since every decision as to the value of the 
communications received devolves in practice upon him. 
In particular, he will have to decide whether it is well 
to give any credit to the invitations or orders received 
by this channel. But how can he do this until he has made 
ap his mind whether the communication comes from 
God or not? Is it not just because it believes that such 
is the case that the soul wishes to follow out such 
instructions ? This time it does seem as though the director 
will be forced to face the problem of the nature and 
origin of the visions. By lightening the burden of the 
penitent, the Saint has merely increased that of the 
director. Now at least, the latter may well believe that 
only specialists are capable of guiding souls favoured 
with visions. 

I think not I 

The object of this chapter is to show how, taking his 
stand upon the instructions of St. John of the Cross, a 
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director may give excellent advice to souls, even as regards 
obeying an order received by revelation, without being 
compelled to go into all the difficulties involved by the 
discernment of visions. Not, indeed, that he should be 
entirely uninterested in the latter question. Many reasons 
may render it advisable that he should seek at least an 
approximate solution. Consequently, we shall determine 
how far the discerning of visions is of importance for 
spiritual direction, and try to show what is the best method. 

Ground the Soul in Faith. 

A synthetic writer can fit particular problems perfectly 
into the framework of his doctrine. Set thus immediately 
in the light of the principles that govern a whole science, 
they at once derive therefrom the beginning of a solution; 
the adequate solution needed will even, for the most 
part, result from a more precise application of these 
principles to the fresh data from which the problem has 
Si'feen. St. John of the Croga irjin eminently synthetic 
-ihiaker, and he has envisaged the problem of visions 
and revelations in the light of the more fundamental 
principles of the spiritual life. 

Seeing that the purpose of his teaching is to obtain the 
closest union with God possible on earth, and to point 
out the shortest and safest way thereto, he emphasises 
the primary importance of the theological virtues in 
attaining this sublime end. They, and they alone, are the 
immediate means leading to that union. The soul’s 
whole spiritual interest lies in grounding its life more 
securely upon these virtues or, to use the Saint’s 
characteristic expression, in following ‘the way of faith’. 
Correlatively, the director’s fundamental duty is to ‘root 
and ground’ the soul in faith, seeing that it belongs to 
him to help it along the road of perfection. 
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As a good shepherd, in all his relations with souls the 
director must always lead his sheep to the most nourishing 
pastures and keep them away not only from what is 
definitely bad for them, but from all that may be merely 
doubtfully safe. He must not risk their precious life, 
especially when healthy and safe food is to be found 
in abundance. 

This means that there are two sides to the attitude 
which characterises a good director. Since he is a lover 
of what is safe and solid, he cultivates in souls a love 
for the theological virtues, and on the other hand he 
does his best to keep them from all hankering after what is 
extraordinary and even from all exaggerated esteem 
for these graces, which although of value when authentic 
remain open to many deceptions. 

Nevertheless, not all priests are thus prudent, and, 
in this connection, St. John remarks: ‘In certain spiritual 
masters, I have observed a lack of discretion’. 1 Even in 
our day, some directors attach too much importance 
to visions, are too fond of them and too inclined to welcome 
them confidently. St. John considers this disposition 
most dangerous. ‘Trusting to these supernatural 
apprehensions . . . both masters and disciples have fallen 
into great error, and found themselves in sore straits. 
Wherein is fulfilled the saying of our Lord: If the blind 
lead the blind both fall into the ditch. He does not say 
that they will fall, but that they fall; since the very 
venturing of the one to guide the other is a going astray’. 2 

A case came to my knowledge of a young woman, who 
seemed indeed really virtuous, who confided to her 
director that an interior voice was speaking to her. 
Forthwith, he accepted it as wholly divine. One day, 
this voice informed the person in question that after her 

1 Aicmt, B.2, c.18. 
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death, which would occur before long, her Life must be 
published. In order not to lose time, her director made 
her write her autobiography at once. I have had it in my 
hands; only the final chapter, relating to her death, was 
wanting, because . . . the young woman had not died 
at the time foretold ! The least that can be said is that 
there was no necessity for such great haste, and no need 
f$jv. anyone to let himself be drawn into such puerile 
«5;;^|sense ! 

convinced is St. John that the greatest discretion 
is necessary for the spfejHtnal guide when dealing with 
visions, that he teas' »© tesitation in advising subjects 
to leave a director %'feesn tliey perceive lacks this quality. 
'When the spiritual feteer has this inclination towards 
visions,’ says the Saint; ‘'and takes pleasure in them, 
it is impossible but that he will impress that delight, 
and that desire upon the spirit of his disciple, even without 
realising it’. 3 

It is only to be expected that the latter will be influenced 
by the former, since ‘the spirit of the disciple grows in 
conformity with that of his master, in a hidden and secret 
way’. 4 Rather than expose oneself to that subtle contagion, 
it is better to withdraw in time. 

The Saint condemns categorically in the director any 
course of action which may generate in his penitent a 
particular esteem for visions. It is a mistake to speak 
too much of the matter to the latter, in such wise ‘as to 
devote the greater part of his spiritual conversation to 
them’. 5 How do you expect him not to esteem what you 
are continually talking about ? For this reason, it does 
not benefit the director to discuss with his penitent the 
signs whereby true visions may be distinguished from 


* Ibid. 

* Ibid. 
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false ones. ‘Although it is well to know this, there is 
no reason for causing the soul this labour, anxiety and 
peril’. 6 It becomes the disciple to obey and to abide 
by the confessor's decision. 

For all that, it seems only too true that, in certain cases, 
exactly the contrary takes place; St. John knows of 
some directors ‘who, when they see that their penitents 
are receiving visions from God, beg them to entreat 
Him to reveal such and such things to them . . . and 
the foolish souls do so, thinking that it is lawful to desire 
knowledge by this means’. 7 With such the Mystical 
Doctor is very severe, and has stated expressly that 
such a proceeding is not without sin. 8 

If he is to ground souls in faith, the director has much 
to avoid, but that is not enough. Besides the negative, 
there must be also the positive attitude, in which we 
must yet distinguish different stages according to the 
diversity of the facts presented. The case of a passing 
phenomenon is one thing; that of persistent and repeated 
communications is quite another; locutions that order 
the subject to do something present yet a different case. 
In the last event a fresh question arises: must such orders 
be obeyed ? 

The Duty of listening to the Subject. 

Although it is true that a director ought not to show 
himself highly interested as soon as a spiritual child makes 
any mention of a vision, neither, on the other hand, 
ought he to close the slide of the confessional grille 
nervously, in order to dismiss the importunate penitent 
who is making him waste precious time with his or her 

• Ibid. 

» Ibid. 

• Ascent , B.2, c.2I. 
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nonsense ! If he is certain that it really is nonsense, he 
may even act thus; but if he has to do with a sensible 
person he should not pass judgement a priori, seeing 
that, as St. John of the Cross teaches, sometimes God 
does really make use of such means in order to promote 
a soul’s spiritual welfare.’ Moreover, we must be logical. 
If the penitent has the duty of referring everything to 
the director, the director likewise has the duty of listening 
to the penitent. Again, St. John never allows that it is 
right to treat souls roughly, but rather with the authority 
belonging to a father and a teacher. He wants directors 
to know also how to use this authority in order to make it 
easier for souls to speak of these favours received from 
God. Not all such people are chatter-boxes who take 
an obvious pleasure in talking about themselves, and 
whom it is well to cut short. There do exist humble folk 
who are very timid in relating such matters 'because 
they see not why they should have these experiences, 
which seem to belong to saints’. 10 With these, the 
Doctor Mysticus wishes the confessors ‘to proceed very 
quietly and kindly, encouraging these souls, and giving 
them an opportunity to speak of these things. If necessary, 
they should be exhorted to speak’." 

Show Opposition at first. 

But there is no need to act thus from the first moment 
that a subject mentions some vision. Since there exist 
elements of such doubtful nature, the very discussion of 
which may be already a waste of time, it would be well 
at first that the director should seek simply to set them 
aside. And sometimes he will succeed in so doing. The fact 


I * See preceding chapter. 
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is that there arc people whose imagination is too vivid, 
who are disposed to take for visions the unreliable illusions 
of that faculty. 'This is a great weakness, especially in 
women,’ writes St. Teresa, ‘so soon as anything disturbs 
our fancy, we must not forthwith think about visions. 
When there is question of true visions, believe me, they 
are very clearly known for such’." 

Some simple souls can confuse certain tricks of their 
imagination with visions, and even excite these still more 
just by attaching importance to them. On the other hand, 
sometimes it will be enough to ignore them in order to 
get rid of them. On this principle, nothing is more 
reasonable than to let the whole matter drop. 'Pay no 
attention to this, my child. Do not busy yourself about it; 
it is enough to think of God.’ Moreover, there need not 
be the slightest fear lest this prudent attitude may do 
harm to God’s working. St. Teresa of Jesus reassures us. 
‘I believe that it is always better for them to resist such 
things at first; for if they are of God, resisting them will 
serve only to increase them since, being put to the proof, 
they will occur more and more’." 

Teresa is speaking from her own experience. Remember 
that in her case her confessors were anything but 
encouraging ! They strove, by every means in their power, 
to withdraw her from this perilous way, and to this end 
they undertook a veritable crusade of prayers. 

The Soul should be recollected. 

Nothing is of any use, however, when God wills to 
lead a soul by this path. The persistent recurrence Qif 
the phenomena will show the director that it is impossible 
to ignore them. ‘I cannot help it, Father,’ confides fh* 


11 Foundations, c.8. 
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penitent to the priest, who has been advising him to 
pay no attention to the locutions which he said he was 
hearing. ‘The words I hear are so clearly spoken that 
it is impossible not to hear them; so definite that I cannot 
help but understand their sense, and they always urge 
me to greater fervour.’ It would be useless to insist 
further, and St. Teresa warns us in this matter: ‘The sou! 
should not be allowed to become distressed or disquieted, 
for it really cannot help itself’." Therefore the director 
will grant that these phenomena really exist in the seal; 
he should bear this in mind when advising it but, even 
now, he must not forget his fundamental duty: to settle 
the soul in faith. 

To tell the truth, he cannot as yet pronounce as to the 
origin of the phenomena, but whatever it be, he can 
maintain an attitude which will be profitable in any case: 
the subject should not occupy itself with the revelations, 
but profit by these in order to be more deeply recollected 
in God. It is never a bad thing to practise recollection; 
it is an excellent means of avoiding the illusions of the 
evil one, and in case the revelation be divine nothing better 
can be done. The director will remember St. John’s 
teaching with respect to the 'spiritual structure’ of visions: 
a vision is made up of a twofold element of unequal value. 
The intellectual communication is but the outer casing, 
enclosing a fruit of grace which urges the soul forward 
on the way of union with God. There is no better manner 
of co-operating with this grace than by recollecting oneself 
in an act of loving faith. 

‘Do not worry about this,’ the spiritual father will 
reply to the penitent who informs him of the repeated 
occurrence of his revelations, ‘for all of this is not of 
much importance; but every time you hear these interior 
words, without delaying to examine into the sense of 
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them and even without attending to them, turn at once 
to God and try to be deeply recollected with our Lord 
who is dwelling in your heart. That is what He wants of 
you.’ 

Perhaps then the penitent may hesitate and suggest 
some doubt: 'Father, is it not failing in reverence for 
our Lord not to take account of the words He says to me?’ 

‘Be at peace. The words you hear speak of perfection, 
but what is far more important is God’s invitation to you. 
He wants you to be wholly His, lovingly occupied with 
Him who is present in the centre of your soul. That 
must be your principal C3re.’ 

Substantial Words. 

‘Father,’ resumes the spiritual child, a few weeks later. 
‘I have followed your advice and found it works very well. 
Every time Jesus comes, I feel gently moved to enter into 
myself, and often after such a grace I remain for a long 
time in this quiet prayer, in which 1 do nothing hut busy 
myself lovingly with Him. But during the last lew days 
something new has happened.* 

’What ? ’ 

‘Father, it was one day when 1 was feeling very upset, 
even wretched, at the thought that I could not succeed 
in loving God as 1 want to love Him. Now, all at once. 
Jesus came to me and said these words: “Hove me !” 
My whole soul seemed changed, as by enchantment, and 
I felt seized upon by an immense, loving force which 
impressed itself upon my will and drew me to God.' 

‘What did you do then?’ 

"1 did as 1 always do: obeyed. I did not slop to consider 
where these words came from, and set myself with all 
my heart to follow the divine attraction which was so 
strongly urging me to love. As a result, I seemed to receive 
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a strong invitation to be very generous, and this proved 
useful some hours later when I had to face a great trouble 
and difficulty.’ 

‘You have done right. Go on as you are doing.’ 

‘But, Father, do these words really come from God ? ’ 

‘Graces of this sort are among the safest, but it is much 
better for you not to analyse them. Be content to heed 
God’s call to you to be recollected, even when such an 
invitation comes to you in a more powerful manner. 
You can never show your gratitude better than by keeping 
your heart free from every useless preoccupation in 
order to bend all your efforts to loving God intensely.’ 

A Work to carry out. 

Some months go by and the spiritual child reports 
to her director: ‘Father, it seems as though our Lord 
wants something from me. He has made me see more clearly 
something which I had noticed myself some time ago. 
There are so many poor working girls in our parish who, 
owing to lack of the good Christian training which would, 
preserve them from moral dangers, are exposed to the 
peril of losing their innocence in the factories of the 
town. “They are all mine,” our Lord said to me, and 
1 felt He wanted me to do something about it. What 
ought I to do ? ’ 

'I must think about it, child. Talk to me about it again 
later/ 

The fact is that a fresh problem is forcing itself upon 
the director. The communication made to the soul no 
longer concerns only its spiritual welfare. An activity 
is being enjoined which is concerned not with the spiritual 
profit of the subject, but with that of others. Should he 
approve or not ? 
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In order to- decide, does it not seem as though now, 
fit- least, he must make up his mind as regards the nature 
of the revelations ? 

Once again, St. John will help him out of this difficult 
position. Not even in this case, need he pass a definitive 
judgement as to the quality of the communication the 
soul has received. There is another way that will lead 
to the end: that of reason based upon faith. ‘There is 
natural reason, and an evangelical doctrine and law 
which are quite sufficient for the soul’s guidance, and 
there is no difficulty or necessity that cannot be solved 
and remedied by these means. ... If certain things be 
told us supernaturally ... we must receive only that 
which is in clear conformity with reason and evangelical 
law; and then we must receive it not because it is revelation, 
but because it is reason'. 1 ’ 

This solid doctrine of the Doctor Mysticus clearly 
indicates to the director the line he should take. He 
should answer the practical difficulty laid before him 
by his penitent ‘according to reason enlightened by 
faith;’ that is he must decide in the light of the Gospel 
principles whether the work suggested by the supernatural 
locution be opportune. The said locution is reduced to the 
role of a simple ‘stimulus’, and should not even weigh 
in the balance. If he concludes that the work ought to 
be undertaken, it must be because he sees that it is opportune, 
not because it has been revealed. 

And that was how St. Teresa used to act when beginning 
the work of her reform. Although God informed her this 
must be undertaken, she submitted her plan to her Superior 
without mentioning the revelation she had received, 
and hence the latter judged and approved of it according 
to reason and faith. 1 ' The director will do likewise in 

" Ascent, B.2, c.21. 
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this case. He will look into the state of the parish and 
perhaps he will see that there is a crying need for the work 
suggested by his penitent. Consequently, he will endeavour 
to establish a new activity of Catholic Action in which 
she will be able to take her place, whether as president 
or as ordinary member. Further, in choosing for her 
one or other position, he will take account of her 
qualifications, and decide according to reason. Even should 
it happen that she was mistaken, nothing will have been 
done that does not call for approval. All will be conformable 
to reason and faith. 

• • • « 

Here, seemingly, we have succeeded in freeing the 
spiritual director, at least to a great extent, from the 
troublesome task of deciding as to the nature of the 
visions. Even without pronouncing a final opinion as 
regards their origin and structure, he can make up his 
mind whether a subject ought to carry out commands thus 
received, or simply dismiss them from his or her mind. 
Hence, it may be taken as demonstrated that the problem 
of their qualification is not at all an urgent one for him. 
If, on the other hand, circumstances show that it is 
advisable to examine thoroughly into some particular case, 
he may seek help from others. 

Discernment of Visions. 

When all is said and done, it must be granted that 
there is an aspect of this question that obviously arouses 
the director’s interest. Given the fact that his penitent 
experiences these phenomena, either the latter is deluded 
by the devil, or by his own fanciful imagination, or else 
God Himself is assisting him in his progress towards 
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sanctity by these means. Consequently, for the peace of 
the director as much as for that of the penitent, it is 
well that, at least after some time has gone by, the spiritual 
father should be able to distinguish whether or no the 
hand of the Lord may be recognised in some manner in 
these occurrences. We shall try, therefore, to offer also a 
solution of the discernment of the visions, the more so 
since we are persuaded that our conclusions will serve to 
confirm the very prudent attitude of St. John of the Cross. 

The criteria for this purpose of discernment which are 
to be found scattered about in the works of the different 
mystical writers who have treated of the matter, are 
sufficiently numerous, but all may be classed under three 
principal heads: 1 . the condition of the subject who is 
having the visions; 2 . the objective content of the 
phenomena; 3 . the effects which the visions produce 
in the subject. Not all these tests serve to show directly 
the divine influence; some lead merely to a sort of nihil 
obstat: that is to say they do not exclude the possibility 
that God is intervening. We shall call these negative, 
reserving the name of positive for those that point directly 
to the divine intervention. 

The Condition of the Subject. 

The examination of the subject may be undertaken 
from a double point of view: psychical and moral. 

Taking account of the person’s physical condition, we 
are able in most cases to eliminate the hypothesis of 
hallucination. We know, indeed, that hallucinations do 
offer characteristics similar to those of exterior and 
imaginary visions. The victim of hallucinations also 
sees figures not seen by the bystanders, and hears words 
those latter do not hear; and there is nothing to hinder 
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those words and appearances from being of a religious 
character. 

But the man subject to hallucinations is physically 
deficient , as we can often see from certain characteristics: 
he is hyper-excitable and impressionable to an exaggerated 
degree. Usually he is very distressed when suffering 
from the hallucination and remains in a state of exhaustion 
and depression which, far from favouring the development 
of his moral qualities tends rather to hinder it. And take 
notice that certain excesses in corporal austerities can 
produce such nervous debility, all of which, when it is 
notable, can be perceived by an observant director. 
On the other hand, in milder cases these features are 
more apt to be hidden, ite case of a perfectly balanced 
subject, however, both y nubilities may be ruled out. 

Apart from a disposition to hallucination, a subject may 
show a tendency to illusion. A slight want of judgement, 
joined to a vivid imagination, sometimes leads people 
to take for visions what is merely the passing play of the 
fancy. Those who have seen a crucifix on the wall move 
its eyes, or have smelt a perfume filling a room at certain 
moments, are often merely under an illusion. Obviously, 
if a director has recognised that his penitent is subject 
to hallucinations, or merely open to iSaslohs, he will cast 
no further thought to visions ! ? 

Among the moral qualities, what matters most to the 
director is his penitent’s sincerity. The reason is obvious, 
lie can know the experiences of his disciple only from 
tlifc* latter’s account of them. If the penitent tells him 
wdfulhs, or simply exaggerates, the very basis of his 
lodgement is falsified. However, it is not always a question 
of formal deception, but some persons are endowed with 
Kinii a wonderful gift of ‘construction’, joined sometimes 
In a peculiar power of assimilation in their reading, 
that they might pass for so many St. Teresas ... if the 
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director were not quick enough to perceive the slightly 
theatrical flavour that marks their accounts. Moreover, 
sincerity is shown not only in speech; very often it shows 
itself chiefly in the general conduct of a life. A soul may 
be so candid and so humble as to preclude all doubt as to 
its sincerity. Such tvas the case with St. Teresa, as her 
companions and those who studied her always recognised. 

Is it necessary that the soul favoured with visions 
should be already a saint ? Certainly not! In fact it is 
evident, both in general teaching on the subject and in 
St. John of the Cross, that visions are met with in the 
Illuminative Way, and hence before the soul has reached 
perfection. All the same, it must be recognised that the 
visions are more likely to be reliable when met with in 
company with sanctity. St. Teresa has explicitly stated 
this, and the same idea is expressed by Benedict XIV 
in his treatise upon Canonisation, where he says that 
in considering Causes of Beatification, no account is 
to be taken of visions as an argument in favour of the 
sanctity of the subject until the heroicity of his virtues 
has been demonstrated.” 

However, all the tests applied in examining the subject 
are only negative. A perfectly balanced temperament, 
moral qualities, do not suffice to prove that his visions 
are of divine origin; but they suffice to prove the possibility 
which, at least in practice, is excluded in cases of persons 
subject to hallucinations or wanting in sincerity. In order 
to go further, we must apply other criteria. 

The Content of thf. Visions. 

Analysis of the content of a vision may sometimes lead 
our search to a satisfactory conclusion. 

” Life, c.21; Bentdictus XIV, Dt Servorum Dei Bentificahone, 1..11I. 
c.52, n.2, ct c.ult.n.18. 
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The most easily demonstrated case of this sort is that 
of a prophetic revelation. A locution that causes someone 
to know beforehand, and clearly, a future free happening 
naturally impossible to foresee, must come from God. 
It is true that it is not always easy to decide with certainty 
whether the fact be really unpredictable and St. John of 
the Cross has reminded us appositely how widely extended 
is the power of divination possessed by the evil one," 
but that such cases do cxi3t no one can deny. When St. 
John of the Cross foretells a week beforehand the day, 
and subsequently the hour of his death, it seems obvious 
that we are confronted with a fact that could not be 
known so exactly by natural means. Such predictions are 
miracles of the intellectual order and must be attributed 
to the intervention of the charisma called the light of 
prophecy, which God infuses only permodum transeuntis " 
to the one who prophecies. 

Speaking of the prophets of the Old Testament, St. 
Thomas remarks that, when imparted in its full perfection, 
this light rendered evident for the prophet both the 
certainty of the objective communication and the actual 
fact of the divine revelation. ,e It is difficult to be sure 
that the prophetic lights communicated to souls in our 
day are always equally perfect. Yet St. John of the Cross, 
who had experience of this grace, remarks thereon that 
‘when the soul is taught these truths, they sink into it 
deeply . . to such an extent that although others may 
tell it something else, the soul cannot give its inward 
assent to them, even though it endeavour to give such 
assent by making a great effort, because ... it knows 
something else by means of the Spirit which teaches 
it that thing, which is equivalent to seeing it clearly’.*' 
'• Ascent, B.2, c.2I. 

I * Summa Thcologica, Ila Ilae, q.171, a.2. 

*• Summa Theolo*ica, Ila Ilae, q.171, a.5. 

II Ascent, B.2, c.26. 
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Seemingly therefore, there is at least objective evidence; 
as to the subjective evidence, on the other hand, that is 
on the evidence of the fact of the divine revelation, we 
find nothing explicit in the Doctor’s works. 

A far more delicate phenomenon than that of prophecy 
is the knowledge of the secrets of the human heart, although 
often this has been put on the same plane. It is clear 
that this, also, may be the effect of a divine enlightening, 
but often it will not be easy to ascertain. An admonition 
of St. John in this connection is only too well known. 
Even though reminding us that such knowledge may be 
due to a charismatic light, he adds: ‘Those whose spirits 
are purified can know by natural means, and some more 
readily than others, that which is in the inward spirit 
or heart of another . . . and this by outward indications, 
albeit very slight ones, as words, movements and other 
signs’. * ! Therefore, the Saint allows that there maybe 
a kind of ‘introspection of the conscience of another’ 
which he considers quite natural; it is not direct, however, 
but by means of outward signs, seemingly recognisable 
only by a ‘purified spirit’. This teaching shows us how 
delicate a matter it is to pass judgement regarding the 
charismatic character of the gift which some saints 
possessed of reading in the consciences of others. It was 
not prudent for a soul in mortal sin to come near to Saint 
Philip Neri; he soon made it blush ! Yet it was a happy 
imprudence usually followed by the penitent sinner 
receiving absolution from the same Saint. How did 
St. Philip read the consciences of others ? Immediately, 
by a charismatic light, or by means of the slight indications 
which his pure eye could perceive in the sinner’s bearing ? 
It seems difficult to give a general answer. Perhaps there 
was something of both. Obviously, however, this natural 
scrutiny is more restricted and less secure than that 


*' Ibid. 
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which is charismatic. We can understand, therefore, 
why St. John of the Cross requires a soul to be very 
cautious in making use of such a gift of perception in 
its relations with others. 15 

If it be so difficult to pronounce in individual cases 
upon these high phenomena characteristic of supernatural 
communications, no one will be surprised when we state 
that in the majority of cases the fact that a vision is believed 
to be of an ‘intellectual’ character is not enough to make 
us pronounce it divine. Besides the fact that not very 
many people are capable of recognising such a character, 
we must notice that, even four times over, 54 St. John 
states that by suggestion the evil one can represent to 
the mind many items of intellectual knowledge. I believe 
that in these cases the imagination will always intervene 
in some way, but I repeat that, without good philosophical 
training, it is difficult for a person to be sure that the 
imagination has counted for nothing in the communication 
received. A vision of the mystery of the Blessed Trinity, 
that seems rather an intuition, as was that experienced 
by St. Teresa in the last ten years of her life, seems, 
necessarily to require the intervention of a charismatic 
light; but the Saint observed that sometimes there was 
added to it an imaginary representation which helped 
her to understand the mystery of the indwelling of the 
Trinity in our souls." She derived therefrom a certain 
facility in speaking of so high a mystery. This shows us, 
however, that it is not enough for a soul to believe it 
enjoys a vision of the Trinity to be able to declare that 
such a vision is purely intellectual. 

These considerations lead us to conclude that in the 
vast majority of cases we should in practice treat the 

•• Ibid. 

«• Ascent, B.2, c.24; c.26; c.29; c.31. 

** Spiritual Relations, n.22. 



THE ATTITUDE OK THE DIRECTOR 11 3 

phenomenon as though it were of the imaginary order. 
Yet once wc come down to this plane the analysis of 
the content can be only a negative test. Thus: if a locution 
were contradictory to the Faith (the ancient writers 
usually said to Holy Scripture) or to the truths naturally 
ascertained, we must exclude a divine origin; but in 
order to establish the latter, its accord with the truth 
would not be enough. Visions that are indecent, of a 
burlesque character, or merely puerile, cannot be 
considered divine. But even though they bear all the 
marks of gravity and nobility, that does not suffice to 
enable us to say that they come from God. 

Thus we must conclude that the first two classes of 
tests—those which we find in the subject and those which 
result from analysing the content of the visions—are 
frequently only negative. To decide positively as to the 
divine intervention we must turn to the third test : the 
data derived from the effects produced in the soul by 
the visions. 


Effects of the Visions. 

As regards the use of these last tests, I would like 
to observe that not all mystical writers stress the strength 
of the argument based upon these, whilst others, on the 
contrary, think we may draw conclusions therefrom 
which the tests do not justify. 

Speaking of these effects produced in the soul, many 
theologians are content to single out the feelings of peace, 
security, moral strength, which the visions cause after 
a first movement of amazement and fear; in contrast 
to diabolic visions, which at first produce a sense of joy, 
only to leave the soul subsequently troubled. I ask myself 
whether these feelings, considered so generally, can 
really serve as definitive proofs. The fact does not seem 
11 
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ruled out that natural phenomena of a religious aspect 
may, at least in some measure, produce similar feelings 
in a generally well-disposed soul. 

On the other hand, even whilst confining himself to 
the spiritual effects, St. John of the Cross has spoken 
of them in a far more characteristic and clearly determined 
manner. He has shown plainly how these effects, which 
vary greatly as regards intensity', and dearness, can also 
go so far as to constitute an evident reawakening of 
the supernatural life communicated to the soul in a 
manner that is clearly passive. 

Then the visions are linked up with progress in the 
mystical life, the experimental character of which enables 
one to distinguish it more easily. 

In connection with certain interior words which he 
calls ‘formal’, addressed to the soul ‘as by a third person’, 
he plainly states that the effect which they produce is 
not great 26 ; but he concludes precisely from that that 
in this case the test is insufficient. 27 Yet in other cases, 
'the effect is that of quiet, illumination, joy like that of 
glory, sweetness, purity, love; humility and inclination, 
or elevation of the spirit in God’. 28 ‘The will is affectioned 
to God and inclined to well-doing’. 29 Here the soul 
is already aware that under the impulse of these visions 
it produces intense acts of spiritual life. This character of 
manifest spiritual benefit is more marked still in the 
case of certain visions which are imprinted in the depths 
of the soul; it suffices to recall them to feel drawn to 
God. 30 But the case in which, seemingly, they reach 
their peak point is that of the ‘substantial words’ which 


'• Ascent, B.2, c.30. 
" Ibid. 

11 Ascent, B.2, c.24. 
*• Ibid. c.29. 

*' Ascent, B.3, c.13. 
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‘are of such moment and price that they are life and virtue 
and incomparable blessing to the soul. . . . Sometimes 
one of these words works a greater blessing in the soul 
than all that the soul has itself done throughout its life. 31 
In this case, seeing itself obviously enriched with a great 
spiritual treasure, and that passively, the soul can have 
no doubt as to the author of this benefit. It can be only 
God. And therefore, when he treats of substantial words, 
although so loth to admit of visions, St. John exclaims: 
‘Happy the soul to whom God thus speaks!’ 32 St. Teresa 
also regarded fhia test of good dispositions, manifestly 
infused into the soul, as the surest sign of the divine 
origin of the phenomenon. ‘The first and truest sign is 
the sense of power and authority which they carry with 
them, both in themselves and in the actions that follow 
them’. 33 

Evidently in cases where the subject feels that he is 
mystically filled with love, or raised to divine 
contemplation, he can recognise the hand of God far 
more clearly than when it is solely a matter of a certain 
sense of peace, or moral strength which, even if intensive, 
cannot be so sharply distinguished from the effects 
produced by the actual psychical or moral dispositions 
of the subject. This is the reason why visions that are 
• woven into the life of a soul raised to mystical contemplation 
are safer than the others. 

Hence there are cases in which examination of the 
spiritual effects can indicate sufficiently clearly the source 
of the visions. Once the hand of God is recognised so 
the results produced, it can be recognised also in the 
instrument which He has used to produce them. When 
these effects amount to being a development, a passive 


,l Ascent, B.2, c.31. 
** Ibid. 

•• Castle, M.6, c.3. 
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intensification of the spiritual life, it seems that the 
director may be tranquil and may also assure the soul 
that the spirit of God is working in it. 

But we must now determine precisely what such a 
conclusion implies. Evidently it implies the supernatural 
character of the visions: that is, they are an effect of 
divine grace; but we may ask ourselves whether ipso 
facto their preternatural character is demonstrated also. 
In other words, we my ask whether these good spiritual 
effects produced in the soul permit us to deduce 
immediately that God is intervening in these visions in 
an altogether special manner, with the communication 
of an infused charismatic light, and hence in a manner 
that is preternatural and miraculous. I do not think that 
these criteria, as such, give us any grounds for so thinking. 

In this connection, I should like to draw attention to the 
fact that we make uss of these same criteria not only to 
decide as to the Origin of visions, but also to determine 
by what spirit a person is animated in his spiritual life. 
That is to say the art of discernment of spirits takes 
stand upon these same criteria of the divine action solely 
to declare that a soul is guided by a good spirit. We read 
in the works of the exponents of this delicate art—which 
is not to be confused with the infused gift called by the 
identical name—that in the intellect these signs are: 
truth, serious-mindedness, humility, docility, discretion; 
in the will 31 peace, humility, confidence, flexibility, 
patience and especially purity of intention. A spiritual 
life marked by these characteristics and tending purely 
towards God, appears to be guided by a good spirit; 
that is to say it does not proceed from merely natural 
impulses, much less from the influence of the devil. 
It is the work of supernatural grace urging the soul on 
to God. This conclusion of an intervention of supernatural 


** D.T.C. art. Dittenemenr des esprils, tom. IV, col.1405. 
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grace, deduced from the existence of such signs in the 
soul, seems well founded; but who would venture to argue 
from it that God is intervening with preternatural and 
miraculous elements ? Certainly, this is not entirely 
excluded, but in the case it must be verified by some 
other means. For one who has no other foundations to 
build upon than the virtuous and spiritual character of 
a soul’s interior life, divine preternatural intervention 
simply remains an open question. 

Evidently, we may say the same thing when we apply 
the test of the spiritual effects in the special field of visions. 
We have noticed how in St. John of the Cross these 
effects take on a more sharply defined aspect which 
enables us to recognise them more clearly, but in fine 
they remain in the same category. When they are obviously 
good, they allow us to discern the divine action of 
sanctifying grace in that individual, that is they allow 
us to deduce that these visions enter into the plan whereby 
God is bringing about the sanctification of the soul; 
but as such they do not prove the intervention of a 

preternatural element, a charismatic light, etc. 

This is a question that remains open and must be decided 
by other means. 

I shall explain myself better by an example. 

I have in my keeping the manuscript of a young woman 
who for years heard an interior voice suggesting to her 
beautiful spiritual thoughts. Her director, considering 
that it was all of God, wished her to write these down. 
The note books were examined by some priests and no 
one detected any theological errors. As far as can be 
seen, the person concerned is also very virtuous, mortified, 
penitent, animated by very high ideals of reparation. She 
seems even to lead a life that is really mystical. A great 
many of the thoughts communicated to her urge her 
to greater holiness. Many others constitute a sort of 
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commentary on the Gospel teaching; a commentary 
which, at least in some places, is really beautiful. This 
young worse has also heard from her ‘voice’ that these 
manuscripts ©Tilers should be published. 

I have read them. I cannot say I have found real doctrinal 
error in them. The want of coherence in the thought 
however, and the wearisome repetitions clearly show a 
profoundly human imprint. They are very beautiful, or 
rather very ‘pious’, but rather leap from the sublime to 
the ridiculous. It is all very ‘good’, and there emanates 
fr&m it an earnest and continual invitation to union with 
Ged in sacrifice and love. I believe the good soul may 
have derived real profit from it for her personal spiritual 
life,, But are these communications really received from 
on high, in a preternatural and wonderful way, in order 
to be published for the benefit of the faithful ? 

I doubt it very much, and I rather think that the writer’s 
personal activity plays a great part in all these 
communications. Even granting the influence of the 
divine Spirit in these concepts of high spirituality, the 
single fact that they are dictated to the soul ‘as by a third 
person' does not convince me that a charismatic 
enlightening has intervened which would make such 
manifestations thereof specifically divine. In fact, when 
treating of the interior words which he calls ‘successive’, 
St. John of the Cross has expressly remarked that when 
the understanding of a soul is recollected and absorbed 
in some consideration, it is often ‘helped by the Holy 
Spirit to produce and form these true reasonings, words 
and conceptions. And thus it utters them to itself as though 
to a third person.’ ‘And yet,’ adds the Saint, ‘for the most 
part it is the human spirit that is working’. 35 It seems 
to me that the meditations of the writer I have mentioned, 
upon the words of the Gospel, could be of this kind. Hence, 


• Ascent, B.2, c.29. 
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there would be an influence of the Holy Spirit—for 
example an enlightening of the Gift of Understanding— 
but the thoughts would remain really those of the writer. 
There would be no question of an objective and charismatic 
revelation. 

You will say perhaps: ‘But she hears an interior voice ! 
That, at least, is a preternatural phenomenon. Seeing 
that subsequently the spirit of the subject is good, this 
phenomenon must be attributed to God. Consequently, 
we have a specifically divine intervention.’ 

Not even this can be maintained with certainty. In 
the present state of the psychological sciences, in view 
of data which may be reasonably expected, it must be 
maintained that the mechanism of the interior voice 
may sometimes be natural. 36 Unless we succeed in 
disproving this hypothesis, we cannot conclude that God 
has certainly intervened. 

Consequently, I should think that this young woman’s 
directors, even though not mistaken as to the goodness 
of her spirit, have attached too much importance to 
the revelations, maintaining that concepts and reasonings 
which are for the most part human are divine. They may 
be very useful for herself, but I do not think they have 
the same utility for the public, and therefore when it is a 
question of carrying out the order which the writer 
believes she has received from God to publish these 
manuscripts of hers, I should prefer to judge of them 
according to St. John’s method. I should examine the 
advisability of their publication ‘in the light of reason 
and faith’ and, since these writings seem to me decidedly 
inferior and tedious in form, I should have no scruple 
in not obeying the ‘divine command’ intimated to the 
writer by her interior voice, and should advise her instead 

*• R. Dalbiez. Lt probleme philosophiqtie it VhaUudnalion. Eludes 

Carmeiit aines, Octobre, 1934, p.133-140. 
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to give up a tiring task which I consider useless. Does 
not that seem reasonable ? 

So far, it remains plain that it is not enough to have 
recognised by the spiritual results produced by the 
revelations that the subject is led by a good spirit, in order 
to be able to decide that all his revelations are specifically 
divine. Before we conclude in such cases that—to use 
the expression of a recent writer—‘it is a question not of 
a mystic vision but of an express revelation, which we 
may be certain is divinely revealed,’ and in which ‘even 
the words are revealed’, we must have something more ! 

Once more, we have emphasised how difficult it is to 
decide as to the quality of visions; yet our little excursion 
into the realms of the criteria of their authenticity will 
not have been useless. The director will have found 
there how to make sure as to the quality of the ‘spirit’ 
that animates and inspires his spiritual child, so as to 
be able to tranquillise the latter by recognising the hand 
of God even in the visions. The difficulty continues to 
lie only in going further; that is in pronouncing as to the 
preternatural character of a vision and deciding m to 
its structure. But this difficulty will have shown more 
clearly than ever how right is St. John in never permitting 
a soul to ground its spiritual life upon visions, and finally 
to summon every action enjoined by such means to 
the bar of reason. 

Conclusion. 

Having come to the end of our study, we may decide 
precisely how far the director should be able to answer 
the question of the qualification of visions in order to fulfil 
his office perfectly. We now know that the attitude he 
should take up with regard to these phenomena does not 
depend at all upon deciding as to their origin and structure. 
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St. John of the Cross has been able to point out the most 
reasonable attitude for him, and the most profitable 
for souls, by taking his stand on the principles of spiritual 
theology and on the general character of visions only; 
that is upon the great danger of illusions in their connection 
and upon their function in the spiritual life. In order 
to guide souls in the best way, the director need not 
be a specialist, able to investigate the inner structure of 
all these graces; it suffices that he should realise that 
they are of secondary importance, and that the spiritual 
life must not depend upon them but must be grounded 
entirely upon faith and sound theology. 

Accordingly, he will help the souls entrusted to him to 
disregard these phenomena in order to attend more 
completely to the object of their faith. He will teach 
them to intensify their recollection in God as soon as 
such phenomena are observed, and to profit by the grace 
that accompanies every true vision, urging the soul to 
draw nearer to Him. All this he can do without forming 
any opinion as to the origin of his penitent’s experience. 
Furthermore, even without such an opinion, he can 
lay down the fitting attitude to take up should a command 
be received by means of a revelation; for all these orders 
must be summoned to the bar of reason enlightened by 
faith. 

Nevertheless, it is advisable that he should know, 
at least with reasonable probability, that his penitent is 
not being misled by the devil or by his own fantastic 
imagination, but is really led by the Spirit of God. Seeing 
there is question of so limited an opinion as to the quality 
of the visions, the spiritual effects which they produce 
in the soul will often furnish him with sufficiently strong 
grounds for remaining tranquil himself and reassuring 
his penitent. 

If, on the other hand, we wish to decide as to the 
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preternatural character of a vision, we enter upon a field 
of very delicate investigation, in which no one can reach 
certainty without very accurate study. But such need 
be undertaken only in very rare cases. We must not 
believe easily that God is leading a certain soul by a 
way that is preternatural, extraordinary, miraculous; and 
it is not wise to be too ready to spend time in examining 
into the probability of such a state of things. It behoves 
the director to reserve the best of his energies and his 
time to guide souls along the safe path of virtue, not to 
investigate the possibility of extraordinary happenings. 
This also is a conclusion drawn from the teaching of 
St. John of the Cross. The latter has admirably shown 
how the way that leads to sanctity, and that the highest, 
to union with God and to that pure love which is more 
profitable to Holy Church than all external works, 37 
is the way of faith, which consists in the ever more perfect 
practice of the theological virtues. Too many souls still 
dream about ‘extraordinary ways’ and ‘special missions’. 
Often this is because they have never grasped the depths 
of beauty of the life of supernatural grace, never realised 
the grandeur of the mission that belongs to every 
contemplative soul. Their self-centredness is the result 
f their ignorance, unless it arises—which is still worse— 
rom a hidden spiritual conceit that is not content to 
valk the beaten path trodden by others. 

It is enough to shrug our shoulders at such folly, but 
he Mystical Doctor brings us light for the benefit of all. 

By demonstrating that extraordinary graces and 
harismata are merely accidents in the supernatural life, 
whereas its substantial development is founded upon the 
theological virtues, he has corrected the false conceptions 
which exaggerate the value of particular favours and 
lessen esteem for our true spiritual riches. The mystical 
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union with Christ which is derived from grace is of 
immensely greater value than a vision in which our 
Lord offers a soul the marriage ring. The vision is a 
symbol, a figure expressing the union; but it is grace 
that brings that union about. The vocation of the 
contemplative life gives a soul a mission more profound, 
and safer, than all the invitations that it may receive from 
supernatural locutions. If these have any value, it will 
be in so far as they arouse the soul to a sense of its personal 
vocation which, more than all locutions, calls it to a life 
of loving sacrifice in union with our Redeemer. By clearly 
separating the field of visions from that of the substantial 
development of the spiritual life, by combating in souls 
all desire for the former, and nourishing their attraction 
instead for the theological virtues, St. John of the Cross 
has rendered them an immense service. He has taught 
them not to prefer the shadow to the substance. The 
profound theologian of the spiritual life has mapped out 
for souls the safe road which, without deviations and 
meanderings, leads more quickly to the goal of union 
with God. 

Convinced of the soundness of his doctrine, we shall 
willingly renounce all visions in order to plunge ourselves 
into the depths of faith, hope and charity. Yet one day, 
even the theological virtues are going to end in a vision; 
but it will no longer be the frail visions of earth which 
we prefer to avoid, but the crowning of our whole 
spiritual life for all eternity: the Beatific Vision. 



